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        A reclusive billionaire who gives away millions of dollars worth of toys every year at Christmas? It sounds like a fairytale…

      

      

      I shouldn’t be here. I should be in Bora Bora, lying on a secluded beach, soaking up the sun, swimming in the surf and indulging in a bit of R&R with my boyfriend (if you know what I mean). Instead, I am now boyfriendless (so much for that jewellery store receipt I found) and headed to the frozen tundra that is New York City. I don’t do winter. I’m Aussie born and bred and quite happy with our Christmas days being celebrated in searing forty degree (that’s Celsius for you people still dealing in the old money) heat with a barbecue around the pool and a couple of ice cold beers. New York City in winter just doesn’t do it for me.

      And it’s Christmas…did I tell you I hate Christmas? And it’s just my luck that in the middle of a crowded Sydney airport I have a luggage malfunction and a really cute guy gets an up close and personal look at my pink polka-dotted panties. An auspicious beginning that doesn’t bode well for the rest of my trip.

      So why have I been exiled to the frozen north? Because my boss hates me, she tells me she loves me, and I’m the only one who can get the story on the mysterious Mr Toys, but this feels a whole lot more like purgatory. I know I’m the best damned investigative reporter that our magazine (Iconoclast) has, but really, Mr Toys? It sounds like a puff piece and not at all like the usual hard-hitting stuff I do. But I’m a professional, and I have twelve days to find this reclusive billionaire and convince him to spill his guts to me…it should be a snap!
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        14th December (local time)

        Sydney International Airport, Sydney

      

      

      Ho freaking ho.

      Is there anything more depressing than standing in the middle of a stupidly crazy busy airport twelve days out from Christmas and being entirely alone? If there is, then I have not experienced it. It’s just my luck that my holiday season has been screwed to all hell because of one arsehole ex and one arsehole boss. It’s not enough that my boyfriend of nearly eight months decided that the night before our tropical getaway was the best night to dump me, but then my boss thought it would be a fabulous idea to send me to freaking Siberia to try to get an interview with a reclusive and completely insane toy-shop tycoon. Okay, so New York is not exactly Siberia, but it may as well be.

      I had my Christmas holidays sorted. Fourteen fabulous days of sun, sand, surf and sex. I thought for sure Michael was going to pop THE question in paradise. He’d been both very secretive and overly attentive to me. I’d even discovered a receipt from a jewellery store in his pants’ pocket. I took a trip to the lingerie store to buy him a very special present as a reward. Instead, I got the ‘it isn’t you, it’s me’ speech with a ‘I hope we can still be friends’ thrown in for good luck.

      Stupid freaking arsehole. I hope his man-parts shrivel up and fall off.

      So, instead of my dream holiday on a remote island in the tropics, I’m going to New York where it’s cold and miserable.

      Like my heart.

      I’m dreaming of a white Christmas…

      Stupid bloody Christmas carols. There is no way I am dreaming of a white Christmas. I hate snow. I hate the cold. I hate Christmas. Bah humbug and all that jazz. I hate that even though I live in Australia, where Christmas is in the summer, I have to listen to Christmas songs extolling the virtues of snow and snowmen and sleigh rides and mistletoe. Mistletoe is a goddamn weed, a parasite that sucks the life out of any tree it clings to. Like Michael.

      Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes to extinguish the rage consuming me. I need to find my zen. I have a twenty-plus hour flight in front of me, and it won’t go well if I don’t get a grip on my emotions. Thankfully, my boss sprang for business class tickets, and there will be alcohol. A small consolation for giving up my holiday in Bora Bora.

      I open my eyes and turn, running smack dab into a very hard, warm, male chest. I look up into a pair of sparkling blue eyes above a wide smile, white teeth gleaming like a toothpaste commercial, and I scowl.

      ‘Watch it,’ I say, grabbing my bag and attempting to drag it towards the counter.

      The stupid thing falls on its side and my carry on case, which was sitting on top of it, falls to the ground, popping open and spewing its contents all over the airport tiles. That includes the spare pair of panties I’d packed that just happen to be bright pink with white polka dots. Could this day get any worse?

      ‘Here, let me help you with that,’ a very male voice says.

      I feel the flush of embarrassment followed closely by anger.

      ‘I think you’ve done enough,’ I reply as I scramble to get all my things packed back into the carry-on. I stand up and straighten my shirt. I’m not dressed to impress; I’m dressed for comfort. Twenty hours is a long bloody time to be on an airplane, so I choose to be comfortable. Stretchy yoga pants and an oversize t-shirt that has a tendency to slip off my shoulder. My mouse-brown and completely unruly curly hair is caught up in a messy bun, and sunglasses are on my face. I may have had a rather long date with a very good bottle of red last night. Sunglasses are required to protect my eyes from the self-righteous glare of the summer sun.

      I turn to face my attacker, because it really is all his fault that this happened, and see the offending pair of pink knickers dangling from his index finger.

      ‘Did you forget something?’ he asks with a smirk.

      I reach to grab them and he lifts them out of my reach.

      ‘What do you say?’

      ‘Give me back my underwear, you jerk!’

      His smile widens despite my nastiness.

      ‘What’s the magic word?’

      ‘Give me back my underwear you jerk, please?’

      He laughs and hands them over to me. I do not like his laugh, not one bit. I don’t like the way it makes me feel all warm on the inside and causes a shiver to run down my back. No, that is not attraction. That is repulsion. That wasn’t a spectacular laugh; that was a creepy laugh. I stuff my panties into my bag and grab the handle of my suitcase once again, taking a deep breath and squaring my shoulders. Let’s try an exit with dignity this time.

      ‘Thanks,’ I mumble as I walk away. I don’t know why I thanked him, but the manners my mother drilled into me seem to come out at the most bizarre times.

      The line for checking in snakes around the stretchy barriers five or six times, and I take my place at the end, even more out of sorts than I was when I entered the airport. My phone rings, and I dig it out of my handbag. When I see who’s calling, I debate whether to answer, but self-preservation wins out.

      ‘Hey Boss,’ I say, feigning happiness.

      ‘Isobel, I’m glad I caught you before you boarded.’

      Maryanne is my boss, and most of the time I love her, but today she is on my shit list. Not that I would ever tell her that, because, well, she signs my pay checks. Actually, I probably would and probably have told her that a time or two, but I don’t want to get into a fight with her today.

      ‘What can I do for you Maryanne? I’m in line for check-in.’

      ‘I just wanted to make sure you had all the details⁠—’

      I snort a laugh. ‘Details? What details? The guy is a ghost. Nobody knows who he is or where he lives. Nobody can even give a definitive description of what he looks like. What makes you think I can?’

      ‘You’re my best investigative reporter,’ she says. ‘If anyone can do it, you can.’

      ‘Stop blowing smoke up my arse. I was the only one available.’

      ‘True, but you are my best. You won an award for the piece you did on the Prime Minister⁠—’

      ‘Look, I get it. You need me. What I don’t get is why you need this story. Who cares about a super-secret Santa wannabe? It’s not like he’s curing cancer or negotiating world peace. This is a puff piece, and I don’t do puff pieces.’

      ‘This is more than a puff piece,’ Maryanne says. ‘There’s a story here. This guy gives away millions of dollars in toys every year to kids all over the world. The opening of his very first toy shop is big news. There are rumours he’s Australian.’

      I blow out a breath as the line moves forward. ‘Fine. I’ll do my best, but I’m not promising anything.’

      ‘I need that story by midnight Christmas Eve.’ She hesitates before speaking again and something in her voice gives me pause. ‘The magazine needs this story, Isobel. Don’t let me down.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘What do you mean I was downgraded to economy?’ I screech at the woman behind the check-in counter.

      ‘You haven’t been downgraded,’ she says reasonably, ‘You were never booked into Business Class.’

      ‘I don’t bloody believe this,’ I say, thumping my hand on the counter. ‘There is no way I am flying sixteen thousand kilometres in economy. Now get me a bloody seat in Business Class or point me in the direction of someone who can.’

      The people around me must think that I’m a real bitch. Today, yes, but normally? No, I’m sweet and kind and polite…okay, well maybe not sweet and kind, but I am usually polite and well mannered. I am stubborn and determined, and I can be ruthless in my job, but I’m still a nice person. This is me on a bad day. I’m entitled to a bad day, right?

      ‘Is there a problem?’ a familiar voice from behind me asks.

      God, it’s him. I can feel the warmth of his body through the back of my shirt as he stands close behind me. Too close.

      ‘It’s fine,’ I say through gritted teeth. ‘The airline just screwed up my booking and is now refusing to give me the seat I booked.’

      ‘I’m sorry, ma’am, there are no more seats in Business Class. I have the seat you booked in economy or I have one First-Class seat left. It is Christmas, you know.’

      ‘How much is the First-Class ticket?’

      ‘Nine thousand dollars.’

      ‘What the actual f—?’ I stop myself just in time. I made a deal with my mother to tone down my swearing, today is testing my patience. I take a breath. ‘That is twice the price of a Business Class seat and eight times the price of economy. Is the ticket dipped in gold? Do I get a full body massage and a magic pill to ensure I don’t get jet lag?’

      The woman looks at me like I am an escaped psych patient. ‘The seats recline into beds, gourmet meals and a wide range of beverages are provided⁠—’

      ‘Forget it. I’ll take the economy one. There is nothing you can offer me that will make me agree to pay such an exorbitant fee. Not even if Chris Hemsworth was giving me a full body massage and Chris Pine was feeding me grapes would I pay that much for a flight…okay, maybe, maybe, if the two Chris’ were included, I’d consider it, but seeing as though they are not, economy it is.’

      I hand over my passport and my ticket, lift my suitcase onto the conveyer belt.

      ‘There will be a sixty-dollar fee for your luggage.’

      ‘What!?’

      ‘Your luggage is over the permitted weight⁠—’

      ‘Surely you can overlook that this time. It’s not over by much and there has already been a mix up with her ticket…’

      I look behind me to see him giving his charming smile to the woman behind the counter, his sparkling eyes flirting with her. There’s even that movie star twinkle shining from the corner of his mouth as he shows her his gleaming white teeth. She flutters her lashes at him and her cheeks turn rosy. I roll my eyes.

      ‘Don’t worry⁠—’

      ‘Of course, sir,’ she says with a smile and an indecent invitation in her eyes, ‘We can waive the fee this time.’ She turns to me and scowls, handing over my boarding pass. ‘Gate Twenty-Three.’

      I grab my boarding pass, bare my teeth at her in more of a warning than a smile, and turn from the counter, once again bumping into Prince Charming.

      ‘You didn’t need to do that,’ I say as I manoeuvre around him, heading for the security gates and onto customs.

      ‘It was my pleasure,’ he says, calling after me.

      I lift one hand in a wave without looking back. Thank God he isn’t following me. How is it he has been witness to the two most embarrassing moments of my day? I sneak a look over my shoulder to make sure he really is gone, and I’m disappointed to find that he is nowhere to be found. Disappointed? Why should I feel disappointed? The guy is annoying; completely and utterly annoying. I’m glad he’s gone, glad that I won’t be seeing his smug smile or twinkly eyes again.

      We wish you a merry Christmas…

      ‘Oh, shut the hell up,’ I mutter as I pass a group of carollers dressed in Victorian-era gowns. It’s forty degrees in the shade outside the airport, so why the hell would they be wearing fur-lined bonnets and hand muffs like they are in some freaking pilgrim Christmas special? This is goddamn bloody Australia! We do Christmas in summer! Where are the hot guys in tiny Speedos? Where are the tanned and toned surfer dudes with their long sun-bleached blonde locks and their killer smiles? Why aren’t those guys standing around wishing everyone a Merry Christmas and handing out Magnum Ice-creams or, better yet, Frozen Eggnog inspired daiquiris? Now, that I could get on board with.

      I climb onto a barstool and order a cocktail. I’ve got a long flight ahead of me, smooshed into the back of the plane like cattle with fifty thousand other plebs. I need alcohol, STAT.

      ‘Isobel Carmichael, please report to the information desk. Isobel Carmichael, please report to the information desk.’

      Seriously? I haven’t even gotten my drink yet and there is another crisis. I motion the bartender over.

      ‘They’re calling my name,’ I say pointing up to the ceiling to indicate the voice over the PA system. ‘Hold my spot?’

      He winks and smiles at me. ‘Sure thing, honey. Your drink will be waiting for you when you get back.’

      I leave my carry-on bag on my seat, but take my handbag, and walk over to the information desk.

      ‘I’m Isobel Carmichael,’ I say, ‘You were paging me?’

      ‘Oh, yes, Ms Carmichael. The airline would like to apologise for the earlier mixup and upgrade you to First Class.’

      ‘Are you serious?’ I ask, not quite believing my luck. So far today—hell, this month—things haven’t exactly gone my way.

      ‘We are.’ She hands me a new boarding pass, and I look down at the black inked ‘First Class’ like I am Charlie and have just found the last golden ticket for Wonka’s Chocolate Factory.

      ‘Thank you,’ I say, gracing her with my first genuine smile of the day.

      ‘Merry Christmas,’ she replies and this time it doesn’t make me scowl.

      I wander back over to the bar where both my drink and my carry-on are waiting for me. The day is looking up.
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        * * *

      

      Un-freaking believable. Please, don’t let the seat next to him be my seat.

      ‘Welcome to Qantas. Let me show you to your seat.’

      I follow the flight attendant down the aisle, praying that I am not seated next to him, but nobody listens to my prayers.

      ‘Here you go. Let me stow that luggage for you.’

      I hand my carry-on to her and give her a once over. She is gorgeous, blonde hair swept up in a tidy french twist, not a hair out of place. Flawless makeup and a killer body. Tall, taller than me, skinnier than me, better looking than me. I sigh. I look like a slob compared to the beauty queen beside me. I shoot a quick glance to Prince Charming, expecting him to be making eyes at the flight attendant, except his eyes are on me.

      ‘Would you like a glass of Champagne?’ the fight attendant asks.

      ‘God, yes,’ I reply, falling into the plush leather seat.

      ‘Hello again.’

      I turn and give him a smile. It wouldn’t hurt to be nice to him until we are in the air, then I intend to put in my headphones and escape into a stupid rom-com before falling into a blissful sleep.

      ‘So you like Chris’?

      ‘What?’ I ask turning to him again.

      ‘You like the name Chris…Chris Hemsworth, Chris Pine…’

      ‘Oh, sorry, I thought you said Christmas. Yeah, I don’t mind the name Chris, but it’s more about the man…wait, is your name Chris?’

      He smiles at me, a big, wide, cheerful smile. ‘It’s Christian, actually.’

      ‘Do your friends call you Chris?’

      He shakes his head, ‘My mother would have a heart attack if people started calling me Chris. She has very strong opinions on nicknames.’

      ‘Strong opinions as in she doesn’t like them?’

      ‘It is her opinion that if she had wanted me to be called Chris, she would have had that written on the birth certificate.’

      ‘And what do you think?’

      He shrugged, ‘It doesn’t bother me either way. What’s in a name really…’

      ‘You’re not going to quote Shakespeare to me are you?’

      ‘A rose by any other name⁠—’

      I roll my eyes and he laughs. ‘Okay, no Shakespeare. But now I am at a disadvantage.’

      ‘How so?’

      ‘You know my name, but I am yet to know yours.’

      ‘I’m Isobel. Isobel Carmichael.’

      ‘Please to meet you Isobel Carmichael, I’m Christian Palmer.’

      We shake hands, and I look him over. He looks familiar, but he couldn’t be, could he?

      ‘Ah. I know that look.’

      ‘What look?’ I ask innocently.

      ‘The ‘where do I know him from’ look.’

      ‘It’s more of a ‘he looks familiar’ look.’ I laugh.

      He rolls his eyes, but doesn’t seem to be annoyed. ‘The answer is yes.’

      ‘What was the question?’

      ‘The ‘are you related to’ question that usually follows the look.’

      ‘Ah,’ I say knowingly. ‘But I haven’t quite worked out why I should know you. So are you going to tell me?’

      ‘No,’ he says with a grin. ‘It will give you something to think about on this flight.’

      The flight attendant returns with my Champagne, and the plane pulls away from the gate. I notice Christian’s knuckles have turned white as he grips the armrests of his seat.

      ‘First time flyer?’ I ask with a sip of very delicious bubbly.

      ‘No, I fly all the time,’ he says, lightly, but there is tension around his eyes and his smile seems a little forced.

      ‘Nervous flyer then?’

      ‘Not exactly. I don’t mind the flying bit, it’s the taking off and landing that I’m not all that thrilled about.’

      ‘You know that, statistically speaking, you are safer in a plane than in a car, right?’

      ‘I don’t really believe that statistic. I think a marketing company for an airline made it up. Regardless, if I am in a car and have a minor accident, I am likely to walk away from it. The same can not be said of a minor accident while on a jumbo jet.’

      By this time the plane is taxiing to the runway and the flight attendants are doing their safety demonstrations.

      ‘Look,’ I say, pointing to the choreographed presentation. ‘You get a life jacket with a whistle and a light. We’ll be fine.’

      ‘Those will not help when we crash in a fiery explosion at the end of the runway.’

      ‘True,’ I say conversationally.

      ‘They will also be useless if we are falling from thirty thousand feet. A life jacket is not a parachute.’

      I shrug. ‘We’re probably more likely to die in a fiery explosion than die from falling out of the plane.’

      ‘Not helping,’ he says as the plane lines up and speeds down the runway.

      ‘So once we’re in the air, you’re fine?’

      ‘Generally,’ he says through clenched teeth.

      ‘Lightening or bird strikes don’t concern you?’

      ‘Are you trying to give me a panic attack?’

      I laugh as the plane lifts off and there is that tiny moment of weightlessness. I love flying, and taking off is my favourite part of the entire experience.

      ‘We survived!’

      He scowls at me and I just laugh, draining the last of my champagne as the plane climbs into the sky.

      ‘So Christmas,’ he says, straightening in his seat and running a hand through his hair.

      ‘What about it?’

      ‘Well, you snapped at me when you thought I asked if you like Christmas. There has to be a story there.’

      I shrug, looking around for a flight attendant to supply me with another glass of wine. ‘I’m not a fan of the most commercialised holiday of the year.’

      His eyebrows rise. ‘You don’t like Christmas? Everyone loves Christmas.’

      ‘Yeah, well, not me.’

      ‘Not even when you were a kid? Who stole your Christmas joy?’

      ‘You’re not going to stop badgering me until I tell you, are you?’

      ‘It’s a long flight, and I’m interested in why someone as young and pretty as you is so cynical about the happiest time of the year.’

      ‘Oh God, you sound like a commercial or a Christmas special.’

      He laughs good-naturedly. ‘I admit, I do love Christmas. There is something magical about it. It makes you believe in miracles.’

      Is this guy for real?

      ‘Christmas has never been special or magical to me. We didn’t celebrate it when I was growing up.’

      ‘For religious reasons?’

      ‘No, not particularly… well, I suppose in a way. My family is agnostic, if that is even the right word, and my mother was more about celebrating the Summer Solstice by burning my favourite toys in sacrifice to the great Goddess in the sky.’

      ‘What? Are you serious?’

      Unfortunately, I am serious.

      I nod. ‘Yep. My mother cobbled together different beliefs from a range of religions. She believes we find true religion within us, so whatever ritual or tenet that resonates with you is your truth, your religion.’

      ‘And how does that fit in with burning your toys?’

      I sigh. ‘She believes that by sacrificing our most prized possession, we will be blessed tenfold.’

      ‘That’s crazy,’ he says with a shake of his head. ‘So instead of receiving gifts at Christmas, you had to give up your favourite thing. That’s just cruel.’

      I shrug. ‘I didn’t really understand until I started school and the kids were writing letters to Santa and asking for things. When I asked my mother about it, she lectured me on the evils of consumerism and materialistic thinking.’

      ‘How old were you?’

      ‘Five.’

      ‘So what did you do on Christmas Day?’

      ‘Dished out food at a local soup kitchen.’

      ‘Oh well, I suppose that’s in the spirit of Christmas. So you’ve never gotten a Christmas gift or had the joy of opening a Christmas stocking on Christmas morning?’

      I shake my head.

      ‘And you’ve never left carrots and beer out for Santa and his reindeer on Christmas Eve or looked into the sky and wondered if the stars were his sleigh?’

      I shake my head again. ‘Nope.’

      ‘That’s just sad.’

      ‘I got gifts as I got older, from friends and work colleagues.’ I look at him and am surprised to see pity in his eyes. ‘Hey, don’t sweat it. You can’t miss what you’ve never had.’

      ‘You don’t miss it?’

      I shook my head. ‘I really don’t. There’s so much pressure to buy the right gift and to spend all that money on something that will be forgotten before the week is out.’

      ‘But Christmas is more than just material things. It’s about family and giving and love and forgiveness.’

      ‘Every day should be about those things. I don’t see why we need a special day for that.’

      He sits back in his seat and studies me. ‘You are a fascinating person Isobel Carmichael.’

      Why does that make me tingle all over?
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