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      It’s snowing outside.

      I press my palm against the window, watching heavy snowflakes spiral past the fifty-ninth floor like they’re auditioning for a Hallmark movie. The glass is cold enough to sting, but I keep my hand there anyway, counting the seconds until my skin goes numb.

      This isn’t real snow. Not the kind that matters, anyway.

      Real snow falls soft and silent over mountain ridges, dusting pine trees and turning Main Street into something out of a storybook. Real snow smells like woodsmoke and cinnamon, tastes like hot chocolate on your tongue while you’re bundled up on a porch swing, your dad stringing lights across the eaves.

      This? This is just frozen precipitation with an attitude problem, the kind that turns Manhattan sidewalks into death traps and makes taxi drivers even more homicidal than usual.

      I should be thrilled about it. Snow in early December means Christmas is coming, and Christmas means I get to see my family for the first time since last New Year’s.

      My stomach twists.

      Right. That’s exactly why I’m not thrilled. I’ve had eleven whole months of carefully crafted excuses about work emergencies and crucial meetings and projects that absolutely could not wait. Now I have to go home and face the disaster I’ve been putting off all year.

      I drop my hand and turn back to my desk, which looks like a bomb went off in a filing cabinet. Papers everywhere, three coffee mugs in various stages of empty, and my laptop screen displaying the same spreadsheet I’ve been staring at for the past hour without actually seeing it.

      This is pathetic. I don’t do pathetic. I do competent and organized and so on top of things that I could run this entire company with one hand tied behind my back while simultaneously meal-prepping for the week.

      Except apparently today I do pathetic because I’ve been sitting here for thirty minutes watching snow fall instead of finalizing the Q4 reports.

      One month. I’m going home for four whole weeks.

      I must have been temporarily insane when I submitted that time-off request. Or maybe just weak. My mother has a way of making guilt sound like concern, of turning “We miss you, sweetie” into a weapon of emotional manipulation so effective it should be studied by the CIA. And then my father, the quiet, steady Bob Hartley, actually got on the phone. That’s how I knew I was in trouble. Dad doesn’t do phone calls unless someone’s dead or dying or, apparently, when his oldest daughter hasn’t been home in a year.

      So I caved. I requested the time off, got it approved, and now I’m stuck going back to Silverbell Hollow where I’ll have to smile and nod and pretend everything is fine.

      The intercom on my desk buzzes, sharp and insistent, and I nearly jump out of my skin.

      I look up.

      Through the glass wall that separates my office from the corner suite, I can see a man standing behind a massive mahogany desk, dark hair styled with precision and a tall posture that suggests he’s never slouched a day in his life. He’s wearing a charcoal three-piece suit that probably costs more than my rent, and even from here, I can feel the weight of his attention like a physical thing.

      Alexander Castellano. CEO. Billionaire. My boss for the past six years.

      In the boardroom, he’s lethal. I’ve watched him dismantle executives with nothing but a raised eyebrow and a question delivered in that deceptively calm tone. I’ve seen venture capitalists leave meetings looking like they’ve been through a war. He doesn’t raise his voice; he doesn’t have to. He simply exists in a space above everyone else, untouchable and absolute, and people either rise to meet him or crumble under the pressure.

      Most crumble.

      I’m one of the few who doesn’t, though I’d never admit that to him. 

      He’s looking directly at me now, and I can see the focus in his gaze. Not irritated exactly. Just... intent. He crooks one finger in a gesture that’s somehow both casual and commanding.

      ‘Come here.’

      I resist the urge to flip him off—barely—and instead tap the intercom button. “Yes?”

      “The Donovan files.” His voice comes through crisp and cool, like winter air through an open window. “Where are they?”

      I glance at the stack of folders on the corner of my desk, the ones I was supposed to deliver thirty minutes ago, back when I was still a functional human being. “I have them.”

      “Then perhaps you’d like to bring them to me,” he says, each word perfectly measured, “before the meeting starts in—” He glances at his watch. “—forty minutes.”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      He doesn’t respond, just turns away from the window in a movement that’s both dismissal and expectation. He knows I’ll come. I always do.

      I gather the files, smooth down my blouse, and take a breath that’s supposed to be calming but mostly just makes me dizzy. Then I walk the ten steps to his door and let myself in without knocking. Because that’s one of the perks of being the person who basically runs his life.

      Alexander’s office is ridiculous. Eight hundred square feet of mahogany and leather and floor-to-ceiling windows offering a view of Manhattan mere mortals would commit felonies to see. There’s a full bar cart in the corner, a sitting area with all custom made furniture, and bookshelves lined with first editions that he’s definitely read because Alexander Castellano doesn’t do anything halfway.

      And then there’s the man himself.

      He’s standing behind his desk, and I notice immediately that his suit jacket is draped over the back of his chair. The charcoal vest fits him perfectly, tailored to emphasize the lean lines of his torso. His dark tie is still knotted perfectly at his throat, and I can see the flex of muscle in his forearms as he braces his hands on the desk, studying his laptop screen.

      It’s a pity, really. All that bone structure wasted on someone with the emotional warmth of a tax audit.

      “The Donovan Files, as requested,” I say, setting them down on his desk.

      He doesn’t look up immediately. Just continues scanning whatever’s on his screen, and I wonder if he’s actually reading it or just making me wait. Then, without lifting his eyes: “You’re distracted.”

      It’s not a question.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’ve been staring out the window for the past half hour.” He finally looks up, and those gray eyes pin me in place. Clinical. Assessing. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong,” I say, keeping my tone level. “I was just… thinking.”

      “Thinking.” He says it like I’ve just admitted to something scandalous. “About what?”

      About whether I can fake my own death to get out of going home. “Work,” I lie smoothly. “The Donovan merger.”

      He studies me for a long moment, and I force myself to hold his gaze even though every instinct is screaming at me to look away.

      “You’re leaving tomorrow,” he says finally. 

      My stomach drops. “Yes.”

      “For a month.”

      “Yes. As approved⁠—”

      “A month is too long.” He says it like he’s commenting on the weather. Factual. Final.

      I blink. “Excuse me?”

      “I don’t approve your leave.”

      For a second, I think I’ve misheard him. Then the words register, and irritation flares in my chest. “You already approved it. Two months ago. HR processed it and everything.”

      “I’m revoking the approval.” Still that same calm, detached tone. Like he’s not currently threatening to upend my entire holiday plan.

      “You can’t do that.”

      “I’m the CEO,” he says calmly. “I can do whatever I want.”

      “Actually,” I say, my voice going dangerously sweet, “you can’t. It’s in my contract. The one we renewed in September. Section 4.7, paragraph B: approved vacation time cannot be revoked within thirty days of the start date without employee consent. I made sure of it.”

      His jaw tightens. It’s subtle, barely a flicker, but I’ve worked with him long enough to recognize when he’s annoyed. “You planned this.”

      “I planned to take the vacation time I’m contractually entitled to, yes. Shocking, I know.”

      He straightens slowly, pushing off the desk, and suddenly I’m very aware of how tall he is. How the vest emphasizes the breadth of his chest. How his rolled sleeves expose strong forearms that shouldn’t be distracting but absolutely are.

      “I need you here.”

      The words land differently than they were intended to. If he said them in literally any other context—if we were anywhere but in this office, if there wasn’t a mahogany desk and six years of professional boundaries between us—I might let myself imagine they meant something other than my job performance.

      But that would be stupid.

      “It’s not possible.” I keep my words steady even as my heart stutters in my chest. “Everything is handled. I’ve prepared briefs for all active projects, delegated tasks, and set up daily reports. Christina will be covering for me, and she’s more than capable.”

      “Christina isn’t you.” He says it flatly, like it’s a problem I should have solved already.

      “Christina is an excellent assistant who⁠—”

      “Christina doesn’t anticipate what I need before I need it,” he interrupts, his words clipped. He walks around the desk, and I catch the scent of his cologne, something woodsy and expensive that makes my mouth go dry. “Christina doesn’t speak in board meetings. Christina doesn’t know when to push back and when to execute without question. Christina doesn’t—” He stops, dragging a hand through his hair and messing it up in a way that should look disheveled but somehow just makes him look more attractive, which is frankly unfair. “I need you, Olivia.”

      I swallow hard, trying to ignore the way my pulse jumps at the emphasis. “You’ll survive. You always do.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “Then what is the point?” I ask, exasperation bleeding into my words.

      “The point,” he says, “is that four weeks without you here will cost me time, efficiency, and patience I don’t have to spare.”

      “That sounds like a compliment.”

      “It’s a statement of fact.”

      “Wrapped in flattery.”

      “I don’t do flattery,” he says coolly. “I do honesty. And honestly, Olivia, you leaving for this long is terrible timing.”

      I take a steadying breath, trying to remember that I’m a professional. That he’s my boss. That this tension I’m feeling is just stress. Work stress. Nothing more.

      “It’s Christmas,” I point out. “Most people take time off.”

      “Most people don’t run a fifty-billion-dollar company,” he counters smoothly.

      “Most people also don’t make their executive assistant feel guilty for taking time off.” I cross my arms. “It’s a done deal, Alexander. The flights are booked, my family is expecting me, and I haven’t taken a single day off all year. You can’t change it now.”

      He leans back against his desk, crossing his arms in a mirror of my posture, and the movement draws my attention to the way the vest pulls across his chest. I drag my gaze back to his face.

      “Where are you going?” he asks.

      “North Carolina.”

      “Where in North Carolina?”

      “Silverbell Hollow.”

      “Never heard of it,” he says dismissively.

      “Most people haven’t.”

      “Who are you seeing?” His wall of questions is starting to feel like an interrogation.

      “My family.”

      “Who else?” There’s something sharper in his tone now.

      “Friends. Neighbors. The mayor, probably.”

      “Will there be men there?”

      I stare at him. “It’s a town of eighty-five hundred people. Yes, statistically, some of them are men.”

      An emotion flickers across his face, too quick for me to read. “Will you be there with your boyfriend?”

      The air goes out of the room.

      I should have seen this coming. Of course he’d ask. He knows I’ve been with Chase for years. 

      “No,” I say quietly.

      He’s very still now, watching me with an intensity I can’t quite decipher. “No?”

      “We broke up.”

      There’s a pause. A long one. His expression doesn’t change—still that same controlled, unreadable mask—but his posture shifts. He’s listening now. Really listening.

      “When?”

      “A year ago.”

      He’s quiet, studying me with those sharp gray eyes, and for a moment he looks thoughtful. Like he’s processing this information and filing it away somewhere important.

      “Why?” he asks finally, his voice carefully neutral.

      “That’s personal,” I say, strain evident.

      “Olivia—”

      “It’s personal, Alexander,” I repeat, firmer this time. “And with all due respect, it’s none of your business.”

      He doesn’t respond immediately, still watching me with that same unreadable expression. Then he nods once, a slight dip of his chin. “Fine.” Just that. Nothing more. “Then I suppose there’s nothing else to discuss,” he says, straightening. “One month.”

      “Yes. One month.”

      “I’ll see you after New Year’s.”

      “Yes,” I manage.

      He moves then, reaching past me for the Donovan files on the desk. His arm brushes mine—just barely, just enough for me to feel the warmth of him through my blouse. The contact is brief, almost accidental, and yet it sends an unwelcome shiver up my spine.

      Taking in the silence that usually means he’s done with the conversation, I turn around ready to leave when he says, “One week and a bonus.”

      “No.”

      “I thought you liked money.” I can hear the scowl in Alexander’s voice, and when I turn around, he’s glowering at me, displeased. 

      “I do. But my parents will kill me if I don’t stay the full month.”

      He leans back. “I’ll fire you.”

      “No, you won’t.” I give him a faint smile now. “But you can try.”

      His sigh is filled with annoyance. “Fine. But not a day over four weeks.”

      I nod.

      “If you’re not back to work on time, I’ll come pick you up myself.”

      “Sure. It’ll save me an Uber ride.”

      He gives me a small smile, his eyes narrowing. It’s a smile I’ve seen when he’s plotting something. Not that I care. I have other things to worry about, like getting to the airport on time.

      Twenty-eight days, I remind myself as I exit his office. Just twenty-eight days in Silverbell Hollow, and then I can come back to my perfectly controlled, completely professional life where the only thing I have to worry about is my boss’s schedule.

      Through the glass, I can see Alexander standing exactly where I left him. He’s looking at me, and when our eyes meet, I hold his gaze for a few seconds.

      Six years, and I know this man better than my own ex-boyfriend. I know everything about him—his tastes, his preference in clothes, in women. But I wonder whether he knows anything about me.

      I turn away, my stomach in knots. I’m not going to go there. That’s one Pandora’s box that I shouldn’t touch. He’s my boss, and I should have as much interest in his looks as I should have in the shape of a stapler. 

      I turn my attention to my laptop, gearing up to send out the last emails of the day before I disappear into the Blue Ridge Mountains for the next month.

      Outside the window, the snow keeps falling.

      
        * * *

      

      The flight is long, especially when you don’t want to be on it.

      I shift in my seat, trying to find a comfortable position in economy—because even though I work for a billionaire, I’m not actually one myself. The woman next to me is snoring softly, her head tilted at an angle that’s going to give her a crick in her neck, and the kid behind me has been kicking my seat for the past hour like he’s training for the Rockettes.

      I pull out my phone, more for something to do with my hands than anything else, and my thumb brushes against the keychain attached to it. It’s worn now, the leather cracked at the edges, the metal clasp tarnished. Chase made it for me in high school. Sophomore year, I think. Back when we were still figuring out what we were to each other.

      We grew up next door to each other. Literally. Our backyards shared a fence, and there was a gap in the slats where we used to pass notes back and forth when we were kids. By middle school, everyone in Silverbell Hollow just assumed we’d end up together. The Hartley girl and the Ashford boy. It was practically written in the town charter.

      And we did get together. Middle school, high school, all the way through. We were inseparable. Best friends. He was my first everything—first kiss, first boyfriend, first love. First heartbreak, too, though I didn’t know it at the time.

      The only real fight we ever had—the big one, the kind that makes you wonder if you’re going to survive it—was when I took this job. Alexander’s job. Chase hadn’t wanted me to go. Said New York would change me, that I’d forget where I came from, that I’d forget him.

      I told him I wouldn’t. Promised him, actually, standing in his parents’ driveway with tears streaming down my face. We’d make it work. Long distance wasn’t ideal, but it was doable. People did it all the time.

      For five years, we did made it work. Weekend visits when I could afford the flights. Phone calls every night. Texts throughout the day. I thought we were fine.

      I was wrong.

      I shove the keychain and phone back into my pocket and close my eyes, willing myself to sleep for the rest of the flight.

      By the time I land in Charlotte, my neck hurts, my back hurts, and I’m pretty sure I’ve developed a permanent indent in my left shoulder from where the upright armrest dug into me for two and a half hours. The airport is decorated for Christmas—garland wrapped around every column, oversized ornaments dangling from the ceiling, and a massive tree near baggage claim that’s at least twenty feet tall. There’s a Santa’s Workshop display near the food court where kids are lined up to take pictures, and every gate seems to be playing a different version of “Jingle Bells.” It’s only December 7th, but the airport is fully committed to the holiday spirit.

      I’m not.

      I have a three-hour layover before my connecting flight to Asheville, which means I have three hours to kill in an airport that smells like Cinnabon and desperation. I head toward the nearest coffee shop, needing something stronger than the watered-down garbage they served on the plane. A woman brushes past me wearing reindeer antlers, and I have to sidestep a group of carolers who’ve set up shop near the News2You.

      The line at the coffee shop is long—because of course it is—and I’m standing there, mentally rehearsing my order like I’m preparing for a board meeting, when my phone pings. I pull it out, expecting an email from Christina or maybe a passive-aggressive text from Alexander about something he suddenly needs right this second. Instead, it’s Sophie.

      Sophie: ‘btw amber and chase are getting engaged over christmas’

      I go still.

      The woman in front of me moves forward in line, and I don’t. Someone behind me clears their throat, annoyed, but I can’t move. Can’t think. Can’t breathe.

      Sophie: ‘mom just told me. thought you should know before you get home’

      Sophie: ‘sorry livie’

      I stare at the screen, reading the words over and over like they’ll somehow rearrange themselves into something that makes sense.

      Amber and Chase.

      Engaged.

      My fingers are numb. My chest feels tight. I finally force myself to step forward in line, to keep moving, because if I stop I’m going to lose it right here in the middle of an airport, and that’s not happening.

      They haven’t even been together for a year. Not even a year. And he’s already proposing. Chase and I were together for—what? Ten years, if you count high school. A decade of my life spent with someone who told me over and over that marriage was just a piece of paper. That our love was bigger than that. That we didn’t need a ring or a ceremony to prove what we meant to each other.

      I waited. God, I waited. I hoped. I dropped hints. I sent him pictures of rings I liked, casually, like it didn’t mean anything. And he always smiled and said, ‘Someday, Liv. When the timing’s right.’

      Apparently the timing’s right now. Just not with me.

      “Ma’am?”

      I blink. The barista is staring at me, her expression hovering somewhere between concern and impatience. Behind her, there’s a chalkboard menu decorated with hand-drawn snowflakes and candy canes. “What can I get you?”

      I open my mouth. Close it. Coffee isn’t going to cut it.

      “Actually,” I say, my voice sounding strange to my own ears, “never mind.”

      I step out of line, ignoring the annoyed huff from the person behind me, and scan the concourse. There, past the overpriced gift shop selling “Carolina Christmas” ornaments and the newsstand with magazines I’ll never read, I spot it. One of those generic airport bars with high-top tables and a TV playing ESPN on mute.

      Perfect.

      I make my way over, weaving through families with crying babies and business travelers glued to their phones. The bar is half-empty, which makes sense for three in the afternoon. Most people are still pretending they’re functional adults at this hour.

      I slide onto a barstool and drop my carry-on at my feet. The bartender—a guy in his fifties with a name tag that says ‘Rick’—wanders over, wiping down the counter with a towel that’s seen better days.

      “What can I get you?”

      I think about ordering wine. Something socially acceptable for three o’clock. Something that says I’m fine, just killing time before my flight.

      But I’m not fine.

      “Whiskey,” I say. “Neat.”

      Rick raises an eyebrow. “Any preference?”

      “Whatever you’ve got that’ll get the job done.”

      He huffs something that might be a laugh and reaches for a bottle of Maker’s Mark. Not top-shelf, but not bottom either. He pours two fingers into a rocks glass and slides it across the bar.

      I take a sip. It burns going down, sharp and unforgiving, and that’s exactly what I need right now. Something that reminds me I’m still here, still breathing, even if it feels like my chest is caving in.

      My phone pings again.

      Sophie: ‘you ok?’

      No. I'm not okay. I'm the opposite of okay. I'm sitting at an airport bar at three in the afternoon, drinking whiskey neat because my ex-boyfriend, who told me for years that we didn’t need a ring to prove anything, is apparently ready to marry someone else.

      But I can't tell Sophie that. She's fourteen. She doesn't need to know her big sister is currently spiraling.

      Me: ‘I’m fine. Thanks for the heads up.’

      Sophie: ‘do you want me to egg his house?’

      Despite everything, I smile.

      Me: ‘Tempting. But no.’

      Sophie: ‘offer stands’

      I set my phone down on the bar and take another sip. The whiskey settles warm in my stomach, and I focus on that instead of the ache in my chest.

      Amber and Chase are getting engaged. I repeat it to myself over and over, like if I say it enough times, it’ll stop feeling like a punch to the gut. It doesn’t work.

      Because the thing is, it’s not just that he’s moving on. It’s that he’s moving on faster than I did. It’s that he’s giving her what he never gave me. It’s that, apparently, I wasn’t worth the piece of paper, but she is.

      And god, that hurts.

      I finish the whiskey in three long swallows, and Rick gives me a look that’s equal parts impressed and concerned.

      “Rough day?” he asks.

      “Rough year,” I mutter.

      He nods like he gets it. “Another?”

      I should say no. I should drink water and eat something and pull myself together before I get on that plane. I should be the responsible, put-together executive assistant who has her life under control.

      Instead, I push the glass forward. “Yeah. Another.”

      He pours, and I watch the amber liquid catch the light. Around me, the airport continues to hum with holiday cheer. Somewhere in the distance, those carolers are murdering “Deck the Halls,” and a child is shrieking with delight over something Santa-related. The garland and lights and forced merriment press in from all sides, making it harder to breathe.

      I pull out my phone again, my fingers hovering over Alexander’s name in my contacts. For one wild, irrational second, I consider calling him. Telling him I changed my mind. That I’m coming back to New York, and he can have his executive assistant for Christmas after all.

      Four days ago, I was standing in his office, arguing with him about this vacation. Four days ago, he told me one month was too long, that Christina wasn’t me, that he needed me there. Four days ago, I walked out of his office thinking I’d won.

      Now I’m not so sure.

      “Olivia.”

      I freeze.

      That voice. Deep and steady and impossibly familiar. I must be imagining it. I must have finally cracked under the pressure because there’s no way⁠—

      “Olivia,” the voice says again, closer this time.

      I turn my head slowly, half-convinced I’m hallucinating, and find Alexander Castellano standing beside my barstool.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      He’s wearing dark jeans and a charcoal cashmere sweater that I don’t think I’ve seen before. There’s a sleek black carry-on beside him, the one he takes for short business trips.

      Alexander is not looking at the bar, or at my drink, or even at me exactly. He’s staring at my hair, which is down in loose, natural waves, falling past my shoulders. Waves that take an hour to tame into that straightened, refined style he sees every day.

      For a long moment, neither of us speaks. He just stands there, his gray eyes moving from my hair to my face, taking in the oversized cream sweater that keeps slipping off one shoulder, the jeans that actually hug my curves instead of the tailored slacks I wear to work.

      I look down at my glass of whiskey. Then back at him. “I couldn’t have gotten drunk enough to be hallucinating,” I say out loud, more to myself than to him. “It’s only been two drinks.”

      I reach out with my hand to touch his face, just to be sure. His hand wraps around mine before I can make contact, and his mouth twitches. Almost a smile. But his eyes are still on my hair, and there’s something in his expression that makes my stomach flip.

      “You’re not hallucinating,” he says.

      “I have to be,” I mutter. “Why else would I see you here when you should be at work?”

      “I decided to take a vacation as well,” he says absently, like he’s not really paying attention to his own words. Then, without asking, without any warning at all, he reaches out and touches a strand of my hair that’s fallen forward over my shoulder.

      I go completely still.

      His fingers are gentle, barely there, and he tugs at the strand as if to make sure it’s real. The touch lasts maybe two seconds, but I feel it everywhere. His hand drops back to his side.

      “I’ve never seen it down,” he says, his voice is curious. “Your hair.”

      My brain short-circuits. “What?”

      “In all these years, I’ve never seen you with your hair down.”

      That’s when it hits me. In six years, he’s never seen me in anything but my work armor—the sleek bun, the tailored clothes, the polished professional who runs his life with military precision.

      I swallow hard, trying to find my voice. “I-it’s more professional, up.”

      Something flickers across his face. He doesn’t say anything for a moment, just keeps looking at me like I’m someone he’s never met before. Then he seems to catch himself. He blinks, takes a step back, and his expression shifts into something more controlled. 

      “May I?” He gestures to the barstool next to mine.

      I nod, not trusting my voice, and he settles onto the seat. Closely. Close enough that I’m suddenly very aware of the space between us—or the lack of it. His knee is inches from mine. If either of us shifted even slightly, we’d be touching. I’ve had too much to drink. That’s why my brain is so focused on my boss and his proximity to me.

      He signals to Rick, who appears with impressive speed. “Scotch. Neat.”

      Rick nods and moves to pour, and I’m still trying to process the fact that Alexander is here. In Charlotte. Sitting next to me at an airport bar. After touching my hair like it was something he had every right to do.

      “Alexander,” I say slowly, “what are you doing here?”

      He accepts the scotch from Rick and takes a sip before answering. “I had a flight booked. To Hawaii.”

      I blink. “Hawaii?”

      “My family is coming to New York for the holidays.” His voice is back to that controlled, measured tone I know from work. “I wasn’t planning to be there when they arrived.”

      Of course he wasn’t. Alexander’s relationship with family holidays is... complicated. I’ve fielded enough calls from his mother to know that much.

      “So you were running away to Hawaii,” I say.

      “I prefer ‘strategic retreat.’”

      “And yet you’re in Charlotte.”

      “Yes.” His jaw tightens, and he takes another sip of scotch. “Because Christina told them.”

      “Told them what?”

      “That I was going to Hawaii.” The words come out clipped, edged with irritation. “My mother called my office this morning, and Christina, in her infinite lack of judgment, informed her exactly where I was planning to spend Christmas. Within an hour, my family rebooked their flights as well.”

      I wince. 

      “You wouldn’t have made that mistake,” he says, and there’s something almost accusatory in his tone. “You would have known better. You would have told them I was unavailable. Working. In meetings all week. You would have handled it.”

      “Alexander—”

      “This is exactly why I didn’t want you leaving,” he continues, and now there’s real frustration in his voice. “Four days. You’ve been gone for four days, and everything is already falling apart. Christina doesn’t know which calls to screen, she scheduled my mother for a video meeting—a video meeting, Olivia—and apparently she thinks it’s appropriate to share my personal travel plans with anyone who asks.”

      Despite everything, despite the whiskey and the heartbreak and the complete insanity of this situation, I feel a small, petty flicker of satisfaction. He needs me. He actually needs me.

      “So you canceled Hawaii,” I say.

      “I canceled Hawaii,” he confirms. “And now I need new plans.”

      “And your new plans involve... Charlotte?”

      “I have a layover here.” He turns to look at me fully, and suddenly those gray eyes are pinning me in place. “I was walking to my gate when I saw you. Why are you drinking in the middle of the day?”

      His question has my hand tightening around my phone, and I pick up my drink, chugging it. Slamming the glass down on the bar, I call out. “Rick, another please.”

      The bartender looks a little cautious as he approaches. “Are you sure?”

      “Never been more sure of anything else.” 

      He sighs and pours me another. Before I can lift the glass, my boss stops me, his hand covering mine. “You’ll get drunk.”

      I grin at him, feeling a little light-headed. “Good. I’ll prefer it that way when I see that cheating low-life and my tramp of a cousin. Bastards.”

      I start downing the third glass as Alexander watches. 

      “Tramp cousin?” he questions.

      I slam the glass down, glaring at him. “This is my personal business, Mr. Castellano.”

      He raises a brow, and I turn my heated gaze towards the drink in my hand. “He cheated on me. With my cousin, of all people! And do you know what he said when I broke it off with him?!”

      I turn to look at my boss who’s just watching me calmly, not at all bothered by my little drunk breakdown. “No. What did he say?” 

      “He said if I loved him, I would have fought for him!”

      Alexander’s response is more arching of his brows. 

      “Can you believe that?” I drain the remaining scotch and then wave the glass at Rick who is looking nervous now. 

      “If she has a flight and she’s too drunk⁠—”

      “I’ll make sure she doesn’t miss her flight.” Alexander assures him. Before he can say anything, I grab his jaw forcing him to look at me. 

      “I’m talking to you! Why aren’t you paying attention?”

      Alexander studies me for a second before covering my hand on his jaw and lowering it into his lap. “Trust me, Miss Hartley. You are the only one who has my attention.”

      For a moment, the low edge of his voice makes something tighten in my belly. But then I remember what I was talking about, and I pull my hands away from his. “He wanted me to fight for him. Can you believe that? Like I’m going to fight with my cousin for a penis, and not a very good one at that.”

      Rick nearly chokes, but Alexander doesn’t flinch. “So you broke up with him?”

      “Yes!” I sneer. “Two-timing bastard. And now he’s going to marry her. Marry her, when he wouldn’t commit to me after ten years together!” My eyes feel watery as the words spill out. “Now I’m going home, and everyone’s going to talk about me and how I couldn’t hold on to a man. And Amber’s going to gloat because she got the most eligible bachelor in town while I have nothing. I’m just going home to get humiliated for a month.”

      With that last outburst, I drop my head to the bar, my eyes burning with unshed tears. “I don’t want to go home.”

      Alexander is silent for a few minutes, and then he says, “I never took you to be a coward.”

      Those words have me snapping up straight as I hiss, “I’m not a coward!”

      He shrugs, picking up his glass and sipping from it, those grey eyes on me. “You want to run away rather than solve the problem. That’s what cowards do.”

      I make a face. “What would you know? When’s the last time your girlfriend cheated on you and then got with your cousin?”

      “Never.” Alexander looks amused. 

      Groaning, I give the bartender a pitiful look. “Ricky, just give me the whole bottle. He’ll pay for it.”

      “No, I won’t, and don’t give her the bottle.”

      “We’re not in the office,” I point out, my words slurring just slightly. “You can’t tell me what to do here.”

      I reach for his glass of scotch—because why not, mine’s empty—and his hand shoots out, catching my jaw. Not hard. Not painful. But firm enough that I go completely still. His fingers press into my skin, tilting my face toward his. Those gray eyes are dark now, intense in a way that makes my stomach flip.

      “I can help you,” he says, his voice low and controlled.

      I try to scoff, but it comes out breathy. “How?”

      “Stop drinking first.” It’s not a request. It’s a command, delivered in that same tone he uses in the boardroom when he expects immediate compliance. And god help me, my body responds to it. Some traitorous part of me wants to obey, wants to do exactly what he says just because he said it in that voice.

      I hate that about myself right now. But I’m still drunk enough to be defiant. “Fine,” I say, pulling my face free from his grip. Rick offers me a bottle of water, unprompted, and I snatch it, taking a few gulps before slamming it down on the bar, and glaring at Alexander. “Happy?”

      “Ecstatic.” He doesn’t look ecstatic. Instead he looks thoughtful. “I have a solution. One that benefits both of us.”

      I narrow my eyes at him, suspicion cutting through the whiskey haze. “I’m listening.”

      “The way to prevent your family from gossiping about you is simple. Show up with a better boyfriend.”

      I stare at him. Then I laugh because that’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard all day. “Oh, sure. Let me just pluck one from the boyfriend tree. They’re in season this time of year, right? Maybe I’ll grab two, just to be safe.”

      His expression doesn’t change. “When you get back to work, I’m implementing a new policy. No alcohol for you. Ever. It seems to affect your comprehension skills.”

      “You don’t have to be so cryptic,” I snap, drilling my finger into his chest. The cashmere is soft under my touch, and I can feel the solid muscle beneath it. “Just tell me what you mean.”

      He wraps his hand around my finger, stopping the motion, and his smile is sharp. “I’m talking about myself, Olivia.”

      The bar goes quiet. Or maybe it doesn’t—maybe the carolers are still murdering “Deck the Halls,” and that kid is still shrieking about Santa—but I can’t hear any of it over the sudden rushing in my ears.

      I go very, very still.

      “You’re suggesting,” I say slowly, each word careful, “that we pretend to date each other.”

      “Yes.” Just that. One word, delivered like he’s confirming a meeting time.

      “You want to-to pretend… with me.” I need to hear him say it again because surely the alcohol is messing with my brain or my hearing.

      “I’m tired of avoiding my family,” he says, his tone matter-of-fact. “They want me to settle down. If I tell them I have a girlfriend, they’ll leave me alone. You want a peaceful vacation where no one pities you or gossips about your failed relationship. This solves both problems.”

      My brain is struggling to catch up. “So you’d... come with me? To my hometown?”

      “Yes.”

      “To Silverbell Hollow.” I repeat once again, just to be sure.

      “Yes.”

      “And pretend to be my boyfriend.”

      “Well, yes. That is how this would work, Olivia.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You’re going to try to make me work, aren’t you? This is some elaborate scheme to make me work during my vacation.”

      “I won’t make you work.”

      “You can’t make me work,” I correct, drilling my finger into his chest again. “I’m on vacation. That’s the whole point. No work. No emails. No⁠—”

      He wraps his hand around my finger again, stopping me mid-poke, and his smile turns dangerous. “I hope you remember how you’re behaving right now when you’re sober. You seem to be forgetting who you’re talking to.”

      “I’m on vacation,” I repeat, but my voice has lost some of its edge because his hand is still wrapped around mine, warm and firm.

      “Do you agree to my plan?”

      I turn to look at Rick, who’s been watching this entire exchange with wide eyes. “Ricky. Tell me what you think.”

      Rick looks like he’d rather be anywhere else. “I don’t think I should⁠—”

      “Tell me.” I reach over and grab Alexander’s jaw, turning his face toward Rick like I’m presenting evidence. “Look at him. What do you think?”

      Alexander goes very still under my hand, his eyes narrowing slightly.

      Rick clears his throat, glancing nervously between us. “I think... if my boyfriend cheated on me and I showed up with someone who looks like that, it would be pretty good revenge.”

      I release Alexander’s jaw and turn back to him. “Fine. Ricky agrees with you. I’m in.”

      “My name’s Rick,” the man whispers weakly, but I’m not paying attention.

      Alexander’s smile is slow and satisfied, like a predator that’s just cornered its prey. “Then we should seal the deal.” 

      I get to my feet and hold out my hand for a shake, professional even in my drunken state. He wraps his fingers around mine and yanks. I slip forward, falling into his lap, my hands landing on his chest to catch myself. He's solid and warm, so warm. It seeps through the fabric beneath my palms, steady and grounding. I can feel the rise and fall of his breathing, the firm muscle that doesn't yield under my touch. His cologne wraps around me, woodsy and expensive and entirely too distracting.

      Then I blink, and reality snaps back into focus.

      Suddenly I'm very aware of how close our faces are.

      His hand on my waist is steady, possessive even, and it makes me feel... small. Feminine. Like I’m not the hyper-competent executive assistant who runs a billion-dollar empire, but simply a woman being held by a man who knows exactly what he’s doing.

      “If we’re going to make this work,” he says, his voice low and intimate in a way I’ve never heard before, “we’ll have to make it realistic.”

      My brain is fuzzy from the whiskey, but I manage to ask, “How?”

      His thumb moves against my waist, a slow circle that has me biting my lower lip to stop myself from making an embarrassing sound. “I’ll have to touch you in front of your family. Make it believable.”

      I choke repeating that last word. “Believable.”

      “Yes.” His other hand comes up to tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear, and the gesture is so casual, so intimate, that my breath catches. “People who are dating touch each other, Olivia. They stand close. They...” He trails off, but his fingers linger at the side of my face, tracing along my jaw.

      “We can hold hands,” I say quickly, trying to regain some control over this situation. “That’s... That’s believable.”

      He laughs. Actually laughs. It’s a low, rich sound I’ve maybe heard twice in six years, and it does something dangerous to my insides.

      “Hold hands,” he repeats, like I’ve just suggested something adorably naive. “That’s not nearly enough.”

      “It’s a start.”

      “It’s what teenagers do on their first date.” His hand slides from my jaw to the back of my neck, and I have to suppress a shiver. “We’re supposed to be adults in a serious relationship. One serious enough that I’d travel to a small town in North Carolina to meet your family.”

      “So what are you suggesting?” My voice comes out breathier than I’d like.

      “I’m suggesting,” he says slowly, his fingers moving through the hair at my nape, “that if your ex-boyfriend is going to believe you’ve moved on with someone better, I need to look like someone you can’t keep your hands off of.”

      “I—” My brain is struggling to form thoughts. “That’s⁠—”

      “Olivia.” He says my name like a reprimand, but his eyes are dark with something that isn’t annoyance. “When I touch you, you need to look like you want me to. When I kiss you, you need to kiss me back. When I put my arm around you, you need to lean into me like you belong there.” Each word is delivered in that low, commanding tone, and I realize with growing alarm that my body is already responding to it, already swaying closer to him.

      “Kiss you,” I echo, my eyes dropping to his mouth before I can stop myself.

      “Yes.” His hand tightens on my waist, pulling me impossibly closer. “Because holding hands won’t convince anyone. But this...” He leans in, his breath warm against my lips, close enough that I can see the darker ring around his gray irises. “This might.”

      “We’re in public,” I manage weakly.

      “We’ll be in public in Silverbell Hollow, too.” His thumb traces my lower lip, and my eyes flutter closed for just a second. “Better to practice now, don’t you think? While you’re drunk enough to have an excuse if it goes poorly.”

      That snaps my eyes open. “Goes poorly?”

      “Chemistry can’t be faked, Olivia.” His voice drops even lower. “Either we have it or we don’t. Either this will work or it won’t. So let me kiss you, and we’ll see.”

      I should say no. Should pull away. Should remind him that he’s my boss and this is crossing about seventeen different lines. But somewhere, “Silver Bells” is playing from a speaker, and his hand is sliding back into my hair, and his body is warm and solid against mine, and I’m just drunk enough to think that maybe—maybe—this isn’t the worst idea I’ve ever had.

      “Fine,” I breathe. “Practice.”

      His smile is slow and dangerous. “Good girl.” Then he closes the distance between us.

      It’s not gentle. It’s not tentative. His mouth moves over mine with absolute confidence, like he’s done this a thousand times, like he knows exactly how to make me melt. My hands curl into his sweater, pulling him closer instead of pushing him away, and I make a sound that would be embarrassing if I could think clearly enough to be embarrassed.

      But I can’t think. Can’t do anything except feel—the press of his mouth, the solid strength of his body, the way his fingers flex against my hip like he wants to hold me tighter but is restraining himself. His hand slides deeper into my hair, tilting my head to exactly the angle he wants, and I let him. Let him control the kiss, control me, because apparently three glasses of whiskey have obliterated every professional boundary I’ve spent six years maintaining.

      His tongue traces my lower lip. I open for him without thinking, and the kiss deepens into something that definitely shouldn’t be happening in the middle of an airport. He tastes like expensive scotch and something darker, something dangerous, and I’m drowning in it.

      Somewhere in the background, those carolers hit a particularly off-key note on “Joy to the World.” Someone’s wheeling a suitcase past us, the wheels clicking rhythmically against the tile. The airport intercom crackles with an announcement about a delayed flight to Miami. But I don’t care about any of that because Alexander Castellano is kissing me like he means it, and I’m kissing him back like I’ve wanted to do this for longer than I’m willing to admit.

      When he finally pulls back, I’m breathless and dizzy and completely disoriented. He’s watching me, his gray eyes dark and intense, his breathing just slightly elevated. His thumb brushes across my cheekbone, a gesture so tender it makes my chest ache.

      “Realistic enough?” he asks, his voice rough around the edges.

      I can’t speak. Can’t form words. Can only stare at him while my heart pounds against my ribs and “Silver Bells” continues overhead.

      His mouth curves into something that might be satisfaction. “I’ll take that as a yes.” He releases me slowly, steadying me before letting go completely. “Good. Then it’s settled.”

      He stands, pulling out his wallet and laying down cash on the bar—enough to cover all our drinks and a generous tip. Rick is still staring at us like we’re a particularly entertaining reality show.

      “Thank you for your counsel, Rick,” Alexander says, his tone perfectly professional, like he didn’t just kiss me senseless thirty seconds ago.

      “Uh, yeah. Sure. Good luck?” Rick looks completely bewildered.

      Alexander picks up his own carry-on, then turns to me and holds out his hand. “Your ticket.”

      I blink at him, my brain still sluggish from whiskey. And that kiss. “What?”

      “Your plane ticket. Give it to me.”

      “Why?”

      His smile is measured. “Because if you’re taking your boyfriend home to meet your family, he needs to make an impression. We’re canceling your flight.”

      “But—”

      “We’re going shopping,” he says, like it’s already decided. “For your family. If I want to make a good impression on my girlfriend’s family, I can’t arrive empty-handed. Then we’ll book new flights. Together.”

      I stare at him. Then I dig through my bag and pull out my boarding pass, holding it out to him. He takes it, tucking it into his pocket. “Come on. We have work to do.”

      “This is insane,” I mutter.

      “Probably.” He starts walking. “But it’ll work.”

      I have no choice but to follow, my legs still unsteady. Behind me, those carolers launch into “I’ll Be Home for Christmas,” and I can’t help but think that home is about to get a lot more complicated.
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