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      I'm not a grinch. I'm also not someone who cares all that much for Christmas. I am, however, more than willing to use it to my advantage. I didn't become a billionaire by playing nice. I'll leverage everything I can to get what I want. What I want is Lydia Romano. But the sassy, curvy, Christmas-loving stylist is running scared from the attraction between us.

      Without remorse or hesitation, I make an offer I know she won’t be able to refuse. I need a date for six events over the next few weeks. I’ll donate ten thousand dollars for each date she attends with me to the struggling charity she is devoted to.

      She counters with twenty-five thousand each date and a whole lot of hate.

      Deal. It's a bargain, as far as I'm concerned.

      I have six dates and her love of the magic of Christmas to get her to take a chance on the magic of us.
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      Lydia

      

      My ringing phone yanks me out of sleep. Rolling over, I let loose a groan at the same time I pull my covers over my head. It’s too damn early for this shit. It doesn’t matter I refuse to open my eyes and have no idea what the actual time is—if it’s before my alarm, then it’s too damn early.

      The ring tone isn’t my cousin Monica’s or my aunt’s, which is the only reason my phone is ringing at all. It used to be set on do not disturb until after I got up with my alarm. That changed when Monica’s husband and her two girls were in a car accident almost six months ago—an accident so bad her husband didn’t survive. Even though I’ve apologized a dozen times, and Monica has told me she forgives me, there are still times guilt racks me for missing her five-in-the-morning phone call.

      When she needed me, I wasn’t there for her—despite her being there for both me and my mom while my mom was dying from lung cancer. Now, I keep my ringer on in case Monica or my aunt Teresa needs me.

      Monica and her two girls are having a hard time dealing with the loss of her husband. There’s also the painful physical therapy both girls are still enduring. With Monica losing her job over all the time she had taken off, she often needs someone to talk to. And a few times she’s needed money because Paul hadn’t had life insurance beyond a twenty grand policy from work that was gone in weeks to cover the cost of his burial.

      While my aunt Teresa was there for Monica, selling her own home to move in to keep from losing the house, Monica often felt like she was already putting so much on her mom. And as much as Teresa loved her daughter and granddaughters, they had different ideas of what the girls needed. They both needed someone to talk to, and I was happy to be there for them.

      Crap, what if she’s at the hospital or something? Just in case, I check the number. I don’t recognize it and it’s a Chicago area code, not a Boston one, so I toss the phone back on the bedside table.

      Finally the phone stops ringing. Sighing in relief, I snuggle deeper into my soft, comfy bed. I’m slowly slipping into sleep when my phone starts ringing again. Motherfucker. Seriously?

      I grab the phone to see it’s the same number. The fucker didn’t leave a message, just called right back? How rude. And what the fuck, it’s only a little after six thirty in the morning? Ah, hell no.

      In a fit of rage, I answer. “Who the fuck is this?” No answer, only a fast intake of air. “Is someone dead or dying right now? Because that is the only fucking excuse for calling so damn early in the morning, then not doing the polite fucking thing and leaving a message, but instead calling back. Who the fuck is this?” I demand, my blood boiling hotter and hotter with each passing second.

      Whoever it is makes the correct decision to hang up. I’m both pissed and pleased.

      Falling back onto my pillow, I squeeze my eyes closed even though I know I won’t be able to fall back asleep. Although I float on the edge of sleep for a little while, it becomes more annoying than anything, and I give up.

      A check of the time tells me I burned about a half hour. Rolling out of bed, I stumble into the bathroom to do all the morning crap short of taking a shower, as I take my shower at night. The call weighs on me as I go through my morning routine.

      At first, I’m justified in my rage—who the hell calls anyone that early? They deserved it. I don’t care if it’s a prospective client, anyone that much of an asshole isn’t someone I want to work for.

      Slowly, though, as I wait for my espresso to boil up in my moka pot and I’m nibbling on a breakfast sandwich, the doubt starts creeping in. It wasn’t like they killed someone…many people start their day at six in the morning. Maybe they were just trying to get their schedule sorted.

      By the time I finish my espresso, perfectly made with half and half, a ton of sugar and a fat dollop of caramel sauce, regret has well and truly set in. Shit. Whoever it was, they were thoughtless and rude, but I went over the line from bitch to cunt.

      I eye my phone. It’s been more than two hours since the call. Most people who know me, especially clients, were warned not to contact me before noon—it’s on my business card that my hours are from noon to six. I don’t have a website or any type of social media. I’m in demand enough I have a waitlist three months out without seeking clients.

      While I’m working with someone it’s important to me not to rush them, so I only schedule two appointments per day—usually taking Sunday off. It also leaves time for longstanding clients who might need me in an emergency. And yes, there are such things as fashion emergencies.

      As a night owl I’m usually up until two or three in the morning. I set my alarm for eleven, which leaves me enough time to get ready, then meet a client for my first appointment at one. Then I won’t have another appointment until five or six. Sometimes my day doesn’t end until nine, though there are times when it’s over as early as seven.

      Most of my clients are rich and needy and used to getting what they want when they want it, so although I schedule only two people per day, I usually manage to get at least one more client in, sometimes even two. And while I might not schedule anyone on Sunday, more often than not, I get talked into working on Sunday too.

      I also haven’t figured out a balance even five years into this and work myself until I run down into a bad cold or strep throat. I’ll take a few days off to recuperate. Then I’ll take a week off for an actual vacation to either Boston to stay with Monica and her family or somewhere where I don’t speak the language to get lost in beautiful sunsets and amazing food.

      I’m aware I’m lucky I can charge five hundred dollars for a styling appointment, and every client thinks I’m worth it. When I first started, I cringed at charging a hundred dollars an hour, sure every client would balk and tell me I was crazy. Only to be informed I wasn’t pricing myself at what I was worth, so just two months later I raised my rate to three hundred dollars flat rate for an appointment. Not one of my clients said a negative word. A few years ago I raised my rate to five hundred, yet still there wasn’t a murmur at the increase.

      While a part of me is worried the caller was a potential client, it’s not the idea of losing business I’m worried about. It’s if they are a plus-sized client now afraid to contact me at all.

      In the fashion world, finding clothing for a figure larger than a single digit is hard enough. Wading through all of it to find out what fits and makes her feel good about herself is so fucking hard—it’s why plus-size women make up almost eighty percent of my clients. They’re usually sent to me by referral from current clients or shoppers in stores who couldn’t help them. As a size sixteen myself, I completely understand their frustration and hate that I might have made it harder for them in any way.

      A search for the number doesn’t bring up any results, which means it’s not connected to a business here in Chicago. I take a deep breath and swallow my pride. It takes too damn long and a second cup of caffeine before the text is exactly the way I want it. No, I don’t bother with proper punctuation because fuck it, it’s a text. Whoever it is, is lucky I’m spelling everything out. If I had my way I’d be short handing every other word.

      

      I apologize for the way I answered the phone this morning. While it was rude of you to call so early I do believe nine to nine is common courtesy for making and receiving calls. Add in calling not once but twice which I felt made it even worse.  Still my response was uncalled for. I hope you will accept my apology. If you are seeking my services as a personal stylist I have a waitlist three months out. However I am willing to see if there is time I’m able to squeeze you in or if I have a cancelation by a way of further apology.

      

      For far too long I sit waiting for a response. I don’t have the fruit phone to tell if someone has read my texts, so I’m not sure if whoever it is read it and isn’t responding or what. My calendar alert goes off, reminding me of the client appointment I have in a half hour. Whatever, it’s time to go.

      Almost three hours later I’m wrapping up with my client Ria Hawthorne when my text message alert goes off. It’s the number, curiosity is killing me yet I force myself to wait until Ria no longer needs me before reading it.

      Ria laughs. “Ever in demand. I don’t mind if you check it.”

      I shake my head. “No, whoever it is can wait. But did you refer me to anyone new recently?”

      She considers the question. “Not recently, no. Maggie, you mentioned you helped her already. And I always call you to give you a heads up after I do. Problem with a client?”

      “No, I was just wondering,” I reassure her. “I’m so damn good. You look amazing in that dress. Drake won’t be able to keep his hands off you.”

      “I could be wearing a bathrobe, and Drake couldn’t keep his hands off me. Anyway, you promise this Sunday you’ll come to my birthday party at the house? It’s a small get-together, nothing big, just the usual peeps with all their kiddos. And please, please don’t get me a gift,” she begs.

      I’m nodding even as I hate agreeing to no gift. “I can’t wait. And okay, okay, no gift.”

      Never mind, she always gets me amazing gifts, like a Cartier watch for my birthday one year and a Van Cleef & Arpels ruby and mother-of-pearl necklace another year. She explained that since I already do so much for her, when I get her a gift, she feels like she owes me even more. Then, in a blunt manner reminiscent of her hubby Drake, she added that she’s rich and enjoys spoiling her friends. Since I didn’t have as much money as she did, it made her feel guilty, so I needed to get over it and let her spoil me.

      I’ve given in except it never felt right to me. Especially when I feel like I owe my amazing life here in Chicago to her. I met Ria when she and Drake were living in Boston. They moved in order for her younger brother she raised to attend MIT. She came into the shop I worked in on Newbury Street and loved the clothing I selected for her.

      Once her brother graduated and she and Drake moved back to Chicago, she flew me out to help her select a spring wardrobe. While I was here in this store, the head of the styling department saw me working with her and asked if I wanted to become a stylist for them. Since my mom died a few months before, I’d felt rudderless in Boston and decided to go for it.

      As far as I’m concerned, an exclusive bag isn’t nearly a good enough gift for all Ria has given me. I force a smile as I hug her. I’m able to hold the smile while we get her delivery for all her shopping sorted. The moment she’s gone, I exhale and drop the façade.

      I love my life. In three months, I’ll be twenty-seven with the kind of life most women fantasize about. I have the home, the vacations, the clothes, the friends, the career—all on my own terms. I wouldn’t change a thing.

      It doesn’t matter there is no man in my life and never has been. There will never be a man. After watching my mother twist and turn herself inside out first for my shitty father, then Vincent Marconi, the man she loved more than me or even herself, I vowed there would be no man. All I’ve seen were men who took without giving back anything other than pain.

      Maybe I would have grown out of the vow if it weren’t for the women who came into the shop. Women who were gorgeous, some wealthy in their own right, who appeared to have it all. Yet they were miserable because their husbands couldn’t keep their dicks in their pants no matter how much they begged.

      Maybe it was the closed doors or that I often saw them half-dressed and vulnerable, but the women I helped laid their pain bare to me again and again. With every whispered and tearful admission, another brick went up in the wall I started building. And those were the lucky women insulated in a world of money, who had housekeepers and nannies to help with their home and children.

      The women who weren’t rich, the other stylists and women who worked in the department stores I made my office, shared even worse lives they were living with their men. Men who played on their stupid gaming consoles or computers for hours as their kids sat screaming in their diapers. The men wanted dinner served, their laundry done, and the house clean while also demanding their women work and pay half the bills.

      All of what I heard and saw made me more resolute in my plan to stay single and alone. I’m happy with my life being exactly the way it is. I’m pretty sure I don’t want kids either—which feels like a given with the no man thing. My mom spoke often of how much she loved me but how demanding having kids was. Someone who needs time and attention and who will be the most important thing in your life without your kid ever truly understanding everything you do for them.

      There were a few times I wondered, though, as I held and played with my cousin’s girls. Every time that longing bubbled up I reminded myself there would be no sleeping late with a baby, no vacations when I felt like it, and no hours lost in books. Gradually, the thoughts quieted until they went away.

      I’m happy with my life exactly as it is. I think. I’m almost sure of it.

      Until I spend time with the two women, I consider my best friends in Chicago, Ria, and Elise Markhoff. They have been married for almost ten years, and not only do they still love their gorgeous husbands, but their husbands are still in love with them. I tell myself they are the few, the lucky. Then there are Alexa Kaplan and Alicia Sabatini. Although their marriages are newer, the love I see between them and their husbands is so fierce and strong that I begin to wonder.

      When I spend all day with their families while watching their husbands adore them, it’s hard to go home to my empty condo without thinking my life is also empty and wondering if, just maybe, there is more than pain.

      Another alert goes off for a text. I grab my phone. It’s my next appointment, letting me know she’s running late while begging forgiveness. I respond it’s fine, that now I have time for food, and I’ll see her soon. That conversation over, I check the response from the text this morning.

      

      I was up all night. I was attempting to settle the matter before I went to bed. The second call was only made due to the first being interrupted by someone calling me. Since the first call was not answered I believed I was not bothering anyone in calling again to leave a message. As much as I appreciate your apology, I think it best I seek another stylist.

      

      Huh, it’s totally a guy and an asshole at that. He refused to admit calling so early was a dick move. And didn’t even bother to apologize himself. Fucker. I’m glad I won’t work with him after all. It was probably just some jerk who wanted me to shop for his latest girlfriend. Whatever.

      Annoyed, I call for takeout at my favorite restaurant. When I go in to pick it up my order isn’t ready. I’m given a glass of wine at the bar to wait for it.

      “Lydia, are you free for dinner? Would you like to join me and Cesare?” Alicia Sabatini opens her arms for a hug.

      I’m careful of her large baby bump. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m not really free. I’m getting takeout, which I’ll be eating on the sales floor while I wait for a client who is running late.”

      Cesare is right behind her, his eyes on her as he draws her back against him.  “Lydia, good to see you again. I want to apologize. Only now do I remember I meant to call you yesterday. I referred one of my clients to you. Decker Holt—or rather his sister is in dire need of your services. He should call you soon.”

      “Oh, you’ll love Decker Holt. He’s a great guy. He’s handsome and single.” Alicia wiggles her eyebrows at me.

      A growl escapes Cesare as his arm tightens around Alicia. “You think he’s handsome?”

      Laughing, she kisses Cesare’s cheek. “He doesn’t compare to you, my growly, gorgeous husband. I meant for Lydia.”

      He catches Alicia’s mouth for a quick, demanding kiss that leaves Alicia blushing. And I’m not jealous at all of how clearly he adores her, not even a little.

      I’m such a liar.

      Cesare turns his attention back to me. “His sister is back in Chicago from college in California without flattering clothes. Apparently, his father is an asshole to the poor girl, who is on the curvier side.”

      Decker Holt? I know who Decker Holt is, or rather of him. Decker Holt is a billionaire who has only been in Chicago for a year. While born in Chicago, he’s spent most of his life in England, where he built a billion-dollar art reproduction company. He came back to take over his father’s semiconductor production company after his father had a heart attack. I’ve dressed two women for him, and both spoke incessantly about him during their appointments. Blood is rushing to my ears in a roar. I grab my phone, find the text number and hold it up to Cesare. “Is this his number?”

      Cesare nods. “Is there a problem?”

      For the first time ever, words fail me. I yelled and cursed out Decker Holt, holy freaking crap. I’m saved by a waitress bringing me my order. “No, no problem at all. Thanks for referring me. I appreciate it. You guys have a nice dinner.”

      Praying I don’t appear as completely freaked out as I feel, I flee the restaurant.
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      Decker

      

      “And that’s everything for today.” Elizabeth makes a note on her pad. “Is there anything else?”

      “Yes.” I nod as I consider this morning’s wretched encounter with Lydia Romano. “Now that Juliet is settled with me, I think it’s time she is booked in with a shopper. Find her one.”

      “Poor thing.” She runs her hand over her heavily lined forehead. I will admit I have added a few of those lines in the years she has worked for me. In apology, I have also increased her salary year after year, to the point she is the highest paid of all my staff.

      “When you mentioned Henry’s comment the evening she arrived back, I sought out a shopper for her only to quickly be corrected I was seeking a stylist. Rather pitiful there are no less than a dozen stylists in Chicago, yet only one name came up again and again as the lone person who treats plus-size women kindly. Lydia Romano is the best stylist in Chicago, her clients love her.”

      A small sigh as she shakes her head. “To the point, her waiting list is months out. The promise is Lydia will have Juliet kitted out and feeling fantastic in no time flat. I’ll call her now and beg for an appointment. Her fee is five hundred. Hopefully, with a sweetener, she’ll move Juliet up in her calendar.”

      Christ. “No. Not Lydia Romano. Find someone else.” It doesn’t matter Elizabeth is practically repeating Cesare Sabatini’s words from yesterday when he gave me Lydia’s information after I shared how I was up all night moving Juliet into my home due to Henry reducing her to tears over her unflattering clothes and appearance. After this morning, I have no desire to work with a woman as foul-mouthed and crass as Lydia Romano.

      Elizabeth frowns. “There is no one else as good as Lydia Romano in Chicago. The only other person is in New York, and she’s not half as nice as Lydia. It is more likely she’ll end the appointment giving Juliet tips that will induce an eating disorder.”

      I wince as I remember Juliet recounting exactly such an encounter with the shopper she tried to use at a local large department store here in Chicago. Last night, she admitted she’d tried to go shopping already, only to end the day in tears.

      “I don’t understand. Why don’t you want to use Lydia Romano?” Her hands go to her hips, lifting the cardigan she always wears over what has become her uniform of black slacks and a button-down white blouse.

      I ignore the question. “Are you telling me there is not a single other stylist willing to take on a size eighteen client in all of Chicago? I find that hard to believe.”

      Pale blue eyes narrow on me. “What did you do? Out with it, Decker.”

      “The woman is absolutely unhinged. I refuse⁠—”

      “Oh, for the love of god, Decker. Tell me what you did this instant,” Elizabeth demands in a way that increases her stature from her diminutive five foot one.

      Bloody hell. “All I did was ring her a little early. I’d spent all night working on a canvas. Before I went to sleep, I wanted to reach out to her. It was just after six thirty. There was no answer. I intended to leave a message. However, Peter rang in from London as it went to voice mail. Since there was no answer, I believed it was set to go to messages. When I finished with Peter, I rang back. She answered and went mental on me, screeching and cursing like some demented harpy. I refuse⁠—"

      “Six thirty in the morning?” She sighs. “Bloody hell, Decker, if you rang me that early, I would have screeched down the line at you as well, and you pay me to put up with you. I’ll reach out to her and apologize⁠—”

      “Absolutely not. I’ve informed her I won’t be working with her.” I refuse to have anything further to do with the offensive Lydia Romano.

      “Did you at least apologize?”

      Rolling my eyes. “I don’t think⁠—”

      “No, you bloody well didn’t. You didn’t think before ringing her at the crack of dawn. Then you didn’t think when you called her again. And finally, you didn’t think when you didn’t apologize. I’ll make some calls and figure out how to clean up this mess. But whatever I do, you still need to come through with an apology.” It’s a rare order. She’s also the only person in my life who would dare to order me to do anything.

      “Absolutely not. I refuse to believe there isn’t another stylist out there. Fuck it. I will find one myself.” This is absurd. Lydia Romano is not the be-all and end-all as far as stylists go. It takes a moment to bring up a number I haven’t used in years.

      I’m not surprised Corinne doesn’t answer—the woman is always on her phone. I leave a message with my need, ignoring Elizabeth slamming the door on her way out of my office. Yet, as I wait for Corinne to ring, I consider Elizabeth’s argument.

      I have long trusted Elizabeth’s thoughts and advice. For almost twelve years, she’s been integral in my business decisions. So much so I was willing to do whatever it took to get her to come with me from London to Chicago. It hadn’t cost me half of what I was willing to spend. I paid the rent on the home she selected in the city, and a thirty percent pay increase, as well as use of the company jet to visit her family in London at least three times a year for a week each time, were negligible. Normally, her thoughts and take on an issue were invaluable to me. In this instance, however, I will follow my own course.

      My phone ringing pulls me from my thoughts—it’s Corinne. “Decker, it’s been ages. How are you getting on in Chicago? Lovely city. I loathe the pizza but love the architecture. If you’re looking for a stylist for dear Juliet, then you want Lydia Romano. Absolutely brilliant, she can dress anyone, especially someone who doesn’t fit a size double zero.”

      Corinne is the editor of a fashion magazine in New York. We met when she was in London and an editor of the same magazine. Her goal was the New York office before forty, she got it three years early. She always speaks at a thousand words per minute. And I truly believed she would have a longer list than just Lydia Romano.

      I bite back a sigh. “I need a name other than Lydia Romano.”

      She’s quiet. “Whyever would you not want Lydia? I’ve had to book her ahead by months to get her out to New York for a shoot. And to top it off she just wants money, not attention like most stylists. Bloody rare of a stylist, of anyone in fashion—everyone always has another agenda. If she were in New York, she would be my number-one go-to.”

      “I just need someone else.” I’m surprised by the respect Corinne has for Lydia Romano. Corinne isn’t impressed by anyone without money or position. What kind of position or power could a stylist have in Chicago?

      Her sigh is heavy. “Fine, hold on.” There is a rustling before she comes back. “I’ve heard not bad things about this woman, she’s here in New York. She can and will dress a plus size. Fair warning, though, word is she was plus size and got one of those surgeries, then likes to pretend she did it naturally. Spends the appointment shaming the woman for not losing the weight.”

      I take down the number even as the thought of Juliet enduring such an ordeal angers me.

      “All right, love. Owner calling must go. Chat later.” Corinne is gone before I open my mouth.

      Ending the call, I’m reminded of Henry’s insulting words to Juliet the other night. He wanted her to go in for weight-loss surgery, and he would pay for it and any plastic surgery she might need after. Holding Juliet as she cried, I hated myself for not shutting his mouth with my fist. It wouldn’t have helped, however, as he truly didn’t understand how badly what he said hurt Juliet.

      I felt like it was my fault she was enduring his painful words. She admitted the first night she arrived in Chicago she was only here because of me. Once she finished her degree at the California Institute of Arts in Valencia, her plan was to move to Austin or Portland. However, if I was in Chicago then she wanted to be here too.

      I packed her up once she finally stopped crying and brought her home with me. At least I could get her out from under Henry’s roof. Yet, as the year winds down, the normal holiday events for Henry’s company over November and December are of increased importance due to Henry using them as his final goodbye before handing me the reins. Then, there are my own company events I will need to attend.

      Since I ended my last relationship a few months ago when she got too clingy, I asked Juliet to attend them with me. This meant she would still encounter Henry. It was why I wanted Lydia to kit out Juliet in clothing she would feel beautiful and confident in.

      My phone alerts with a text. I assume it’s Juliet checking on when I will be home—I’m wrong.

      

      Mr. Holt, in my experience with men such as yourself I am resigned no apology will be forthcoming. I am also relieved there will be no further contact as I do not enjoy working with self-important assholes. However, despite my feeling toward men like you, I cannot in good conscience let your sister suffer for your faults. This is the number for Sara Turner. She’s assisted me often enough I believe she can help your sister. I wish your sister all my best. If she should ever wish to contact me I’m more than happy to help her.

      

      Bloody woman. I am attempting to craft a response when my phone rings. It’s Alicia Sabatini. I do not hesitate to answer, curious why she’s calling. “Hello?”

      “Decker, it’s Alicia Sabatini.” She’s apologetic. “Cesare and I ran into Lydia. He mentioned he referred you to Lydia. Did…something happen?”

      Christ, all I want to do is forget this morning’s interaction with Lydia Romano.

      “Decker?” The word is almost a sigh.

      I give in and tell her everything. Alicia gasps when I admit the time I first rang Lydia. Then there is another gasp when I repeat Lydia’s abusive language. She sighs, though, when I tell her that despite the text I received from Lydia, I refuse to believe it is as difficult as everyone claims to find someone else willing to shop with Juliet and will continue looking.

      “Decker, I don’t understand how things got off so badly between you two. Lydia is an amazing, sweet, and kind person. As far as styling there is no one better. I’m asking you to give her another chance—not for Lydia, but for your sister. I wish it was different, but there are so few stylists out there who are understanding and willing to shop for someone who doesn’t fit the skinny beauty standard. It’s hard enough to find clothes to fit a plus size. They are a literal fraction of the store. Then what looks good on a body because our bodies are so different.”

      Her sigh is heavy. “I would be happy to take your sister shopping. At the very least we could get a few dresses, then she can slowly shop when she is more comfortable.”

      Fucking hell. I give up. “I will not ask that of you. While I appreciate the thought, I will do what is necessary and apologize to Ms. Romano and ask her to shop with Juliet. I will forgo the pleasure of her company, however. For the both of us.”

      Alicia laughs. “Always so formal. I love how you keep saying you aren’t British, but you definitely sound like it. Then again with almost twenty years living there, I don’t think you couldn’t be, just a little. If I can make a suggestion with Lydia? She is not impressed with money—at all. However, she does have a soft spot for the Step Up Foundation. They work with foster kids aging out of the system. Her mother was in the foster system, so she does what she can for them, regularly donating for their yearly auction and fundraising.”

      I take note. Even though I don’t feel Ms. Romano deserves a greater apology, I’m always willing to donate to deserving charitable organizations.

      “One other thing you should know. Lydia is a single, beautiful, and curvy woman who doesn’t take shit from anyone. Good luck with her. You’ll need it.” Before I fully process the warning, Alicia has hung up.

      Intrigued by her words, I give in and do a search on Lydia Romano. It takes several searches before I finally find a picture of her. She is at a fundraising event for the Step Up Foundation. And yes, she is a beautiful woman. The curves Alicia mentioned are on display in a figure-hugging bright pink dress. I’m annoyed at the way my cock jerks as I take them in. Curves aren’t something I find often in the women I’ve fucked since I divorced.

      As my marriage came to its bitter end, I made the decision I would never marry again. With that in mind, my relationships are brief, lack depth, and are honest in a way of mutual benefit only. The women who are satisfied with such an agreement are the kind who are shallow and more focused on their appearance than anything else. If they had curves, they were bought and paid for.

      I pictured Lydia Romano older as an answer for the shrewish, angry response at the early morning call. The woman is obviously mid-twenties—it was probably her being in demand at such a young age, as well as her beauty, that gave her the belief she could be a bitch without consequences. I am giving in and calling her after all. Too often beautiful women felt they were above reproach, that a man would forgive an attractive woman anything in exchange for her mere presence. I am not such a man.

      Closing out of the search, I call Lydia Romano. As I count the rings, I have no doubt she does not want to answer my call. At the same time, if she doesn’t, it will be a win for me. Just as I’m wondering if I’m wrong about her and the call will go to voice mail, she answers.

      “Mr. Holt, I had hoped you would never call me again. I guess I should be grateful it’s after nine in the morning. What do you want?” Disdain drips from every letter. Interesting, she didn’t have a Boston accent when she answered and railed at me this morning, yet now she has an obnoxiously thick one.

      Keeping the smile from my voice is not easy. I have no idea why pleasure runs through me at annoying her. “Ms. Romano, I very sincerely apologize for calling you early and disturbing you. I also sincerely apologize for snubbing your apology. I appreciate your offer of another woman to assist my sister. However, I am going to hold you to your word of this being about my sister, not you or me. You are the best. I want Juliet to have the best. Will you help my sister?”

      Her sigh is loud in my ear.

      Remembering Alicia’s advice, I employ pressure. “I was told your rate is five hundred for an appointment. I am willing to pay you five thousand as yet another apology. As well as make a donation of five thousand in your name to the Step Up foundation.”

      “Typical man, using money to get your way. This is such a dick move. I’m neither impressed or…” Her aggravation is clear. “Damn it.” It’s an exhalation.

      I’m aware it’s wrong to experience such a large amount of satisfaction at making an offer she cannot turn down. I have no idea where it comes from. “Ten thousand to the foundation, Ms. Romano. Your answer please, I do not have all day.”

      “I can see your sister at ten o’clock tomorrow.” The words are tight with anger. “What is your sister’s height, and do you know her size?” Again, with the Boston accent so thick, I’m beginning to doubt it’s real.

      The smile won’t move from my mouth, try as I might. “Juliet is five foot five. She is a size eighteen. For the next few months, as the year draws to an end, there will be a number of events she will need to attend, so in addition to a day-to-day wardrobe, she will need at least six to ten formal dresses. Our father will find fault with most anything she wears, so please select dresses that are modest.”

      Another sigh. “Poor girl, surrounded by assholes. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure she is presentable while wearing what she feels comfortable in.”

      I let her malicious dig go. I’m adding them all up—she will pay for them soon. For now, I let it go. “And where exactly will my sister be meeting you at ten tomorrow?”

      She gives the name of a department store on Michigan Avenue. “I thought they do not open until eleven?”

      “They don’t for most people. For me and your sister, they’ll open at ten. It’s also early so I don’t rush her before my one-o’clock appointment.” Without another word, she ends the call.

      I consider Lydia Romano, with her viper’s tongue and her supposed vaunted skill. The woman has an obvious disdain of men. While I might have inspired today’s venomous taunts, she clearly already regarded most—if not all—men with contempt. Curiosity over the source of her angst stirs within me.

      My phone goes off with a text. This time, it is Juliet wondering when I’ll be home, as she’s thinking of cooking, or if I won’t be home soon, she’ll order something to be delivered. I shake my head. Lydia Romano is a means to an end. It is Juliet who needs and deserves my focus. With that thought in mind, I push away from my desk as I call Juliet.
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      Lydia

      

      I’m going to kill Alicia. I knew I’d gotten away too easily in the restaurant. Alicia called Decker Holt and spilled to him. I consider calling her and reaming her. Of course, I won’t. Alicia loves me, and I love her. I have no doubt she thinks she did a good thing.

      It’s not her fault Decker Holt is a fucker. I’m sure the times he’s been around her, he’s managed to cover up his dickish tendencies. He must have for her to have talked so positively about him as often as she has. Alicia first met him while she was falling for Cesare. I remember thinking how awesome it was Decker displayed interest in her the night Alicia wore a dress I sent her in to catch Cesare’s attention. At the time, Alicia mentioned Decker Holt without knowing much about him.

      Then there were my two other clients, both escorts he’s made use of. One of them he did keep as a mistress for almost six months. Both women spoke of him with rapturous praise. In Chicago there were many escorts who were just that, paid to escort a man out for an evening, then returned home without so much as a kiss on the cheek. Many of the escorts, though, were willing to go the extra mile—as long as they were financially compensated for it.

      He used the first woman, Belinda, as simply an escort. However, she often sought a more permanent and financially bigger arrangement. Belinda made the offer to Decker Holt after their second escort date. Decker never called for her again. Belinda was teary-eyed over it, saying he was gorgeous and generous.

      The other woman was a long-time client of mine who went from one man to another as a mistress, usually finding them through the escort service. When Decker asked her to become his mistress after their first escort date, she was on a high that lasted for weeks. He wasn’t stingy with his money or in bed, as Rebecca swooned several times during our shopping.

      Unfortunately, she got a little too comfortable and hopeful for more, so he ended the relationship more than three months ago. I haven’t heard he’s been with anyone since. That didn’t necessarily mean he hasn’t, but my clients love to gossip, and there hasn’t been any on him in months.

      Since I make it my business to know everything about the billionaires in Chicago and along the East Coast in case they ever call me, I had gone all out on digging into Decker Holt when he first got here. While the man did have family money, he worked hard to grow his seed money from his mother’s family—which actually hadn’t been much, as he ate it up while he went to school in Paris, then tried to sell his art after graduating.

      Becoming a multimillionaire or even billionaire isn’t something just anyone can do. However, there are certain sectors where it’s easier than others, mainly the stock market and real estate. Turning art reproductions into a billion-dollar business is something not a single person thought possible. Yet, Decker Holt had done it.

      Decker found up-and-coming artists, then secured them in contracts where his company held the rights to the image while paying the artist however they wanted, whether it was a monthly, yearly, or lump sum. While he did the usual job of turning out different versions of a reproduction, everything from flat poster to paint on canvas, the images also went on everything from rugs to peel-and-stick-on wallpaper, planners, phone cases, tote bags—the list was almost endless. He’d even managed deals with his artists to partner with an exclusive makeup brand to create makeup palettes based on their artwork.

      Exhibitions of his artists’ work were all events people clamored for invitations to, as they were an experience created around each artist. None featured the boring, staid fancy hors d’oeuvres and champagne of old. At one exhibit a replica of a waterfall was created. For another, large aquariums filled with exotic fish and a shark almost stole the show from the artwork.

      Decker Holt broke the mold of the art world as a stuffy, exclusive club by invitation only, and by doing so had become a billionaire and made his artists millionaires.

      I do a search on him again. Although I did one when he first got into town, it’s been a minute, and I don’t remember what he looks like exactly, just a damn he was hot with the tall, dark thing going on. He’s in a tuxedo at an art event. I can’t believe I forgot what he looked like—the man is gorgeous. Totally not fair at all. Those even white teeth, the sharp, straight nose, the dimple in his right cheek and his chin. Add in emerald-green eyes that glowed like jewels against his tan skin, framed by long black lashes, and he’s hotter than a man deserves to be.

      He has a five-o’clock shadow in every picture I find of him. I wonder what his heritage is to be so easily golden-skinned while having green eyes. Silver at his temples gives a hint of his age, yet he doesn’t look like he’s thirty-eight.  There’s also the fact he’s built like a football player, wide and muscled, his body still hard without a hint of middle-aged spread. The man could be a model for the art he loved.

      His uptight, proper British accent echoes in my head. A shiver runs through me as I remember the way his smoky voice slid down my neck. I’ve never had such an immediate response to a man before, and it unnerves the fuck out of me.

      As embarrassing as it is to admit, remaining a virgin was ridiculously easy—even at twenty-six. Few men have even flirted with me. I’ve never been on a single date because not one man has asked me out, ever. I’m aware I could have gotten on a dating app and found someone, but I just wasn’t interested. With two vibrators, I’m good on my own.

      Sure, when I got busy with my vibrator, I dreamed of George Clooney and Idris Elba. And I grew up with a mom who had a thing for Cary Grant, who, damn it, now that I’m thinking of it, Decker kind of looks like…no. Those were fantasies. I wasn’t stupid enough to believe they could be real. Not a single man in real life had ever appealed enough for me to even reconsider my vow of no men. So, I’m a little thrown off at my weird reaction to Decker Holt.

      I shake my head. It doesn’t matter anyway—he’s into beautiful women. I’ll own I’m pretty. I’m five and nine, so the weight is distributed evenly, with my ass and breasts the kind the rappers flaunt in their videos. But I’m a solid seven, maybe an eight on a good day with hair and makeup perfect, when he’s used to a ten every day.

      There’s also the fact he’s an asshole, and I have a strict no-assholes policy in all my dealings with people. If I encountered a prospective client or took someone on who was rude, then I refused to work with them. Too many people believed money excused bad manners—one woman offered me twenty thousand dollars for an appointment, but after she looked down her nose at me and called me the help, I politely declined and blocked her.

      Taking a look around, I realize it’s a good thing I hadn’t had the clothes from my last client sent back to be rehung, as several of them would work for Juliet Holt. I call my go-to shopping assistant, Sara, and tell her what I need so I can have everything ready to go first thing when I come in tomorrow while warning her that I’ll be in early. Sara won’t get overtime from the store, as she’s salary.

      The store will consider both of us contractors making use of their facilities—they don’t charge me because they’re making money from me being here. I’ll pay Sara out of pocket a hundred dollars per hour while she’s helping me. As usual, she isn’t in love with coming in early until I tell her who it’s for. Her attitude changes instantly. It’s no wonder Decker Holt and other rich men think they can do whatever they want, and their money will buy them out of the consequences.

      Enough about Decker Holt. He’ll send his sister to me tomorrow. I’ll dress her, and he’ll pay me, and that will be the end of it.
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