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Chapter One





Gigi Ricci’s phone chimed, slicing through the early morning darkness and jerking her from a complicated dream, in which she’d lost all her teeth while also running late to high school math class. Sitting straight up in bed, she clutched the covers and gasped. Her hand went straight to her mouth. Confirming all her teeth were still present and accounted for, she slumped back into her pillows, releasing a breath. 

It’d been nearly two decades since high school. Why did her sleeping brain torture her so? Couldn’t she dream about tropical beaches with margaritas and handsome lifeguards? Or kittens and rainbows?

Still dazed, she squinted at the alarm clock. 5:56 a.m. blinked back at her in an accusation.

Who’s texting me at this hour? 

With a grunt, Gigi grabbed her phone from the nightstand. She swiped the notification and discovered a text from her boss. “Emergency meeting. Eight o’clock sharp. East conference room. Don’t be late.”

“That is not good,” she mutter-whispered, but the message woke her as quickly as a shot of caffeine. Kim, her boss, was wound tight, but she didn’t call emergency meetings unless there was a true disaster.

In record time, Gigi showered and threw herself together. She laced on tennis shoes and tossed a pair of dressy ballet flats into her tote bag, along with a thermos of coffee. Finally, she pulled on her peacoat and grabbed a container of yogurt to eat on the way to the office. Then she hit the streets of Chicago in a power walk. Her apartment was only eight blocks from work, but the last-minute meeting had her in a time crunch. She had a report due this morning that she hadn’t quite finished last night. Now she’d have to complete it before Kim’s meeting.

Fighting off the biting wind, she tugged her knit cap down to cover her ears before popping open her yogurt cup. With a plastic spoon, Gigi ate her breakfast and navigated the familiar route past tall stoic buildings on a quiet sidewalk covered with a light dusting of snow. Thankfully, there were few commuters to battle as she raced along, wondering what had blown up at the office.

Had they reduced next year’s marketing budget? Were there issues with the Christmas ad campaigns or holiday product lineup? As the marketing director of SheTime, a Ryan & Ryan brand of premium beauty products, Gigi often navigated challenges, but the next few weeks were filled with holiday events. She didn’t have time for a major crisis.

“Please don’t let this be as bad as the apple pie-scented face-lotion fiasco.” Her stomach squeezed as she recalled the same time last winter, which had also required an emergency meeting.

Last year, SheTime’s fall beauty collection had a dessert theme, and the bestselling fragrance was “spiced apple pie.” However, a last-minute change to one of the antiaging ingredients in the face lotion had caused a strange reaction with the fragrance. After applying it, the sweet scent turned sour and smelled more like stinky feet than spiced apple pie.

Gigi groaned, pushing through the revolving door and into the office lobby. The social media backlash had been brutal, and it’d been Gigi’s responsibility to clean up the mess. A true PR nightmare. 

Because no one wanted their face to smell like stinky feet. Obviously.

With a wave to the security guard, Gigi strode through the quiet lobby, hoping the emergency meeting was good news, like an early Christmas bonus or a larger marketing budget for the next year. Maybe an assistant? Something that would make her smile rather than scream. Scraping the bottom of the yogurt container, Gigi wished she knew what the meeting was about and considered texting her boss, but got distracted by the closing elevator door ahead.

“Hold the door, please!” she called, breaking into a jog. The office was in a historic building, making it an architectural gem with ornate stone archways and marble floors. That also meant the elevators were notoriously slow. She didn’t have a minute to spare this morning. 

Miraculously, a large, masculine hand appeared, catching the door and pushing it open.

“Thanks,” Gigi sighed, slipping inside to discover a man standing near the control panel.

“Good Morning. What floor?” Dressed impeccably in a tailored charcoal-gray suit, he greeted her with an indifferent nod. The fabric clung to his tall frame, accentuating a lean, muscular silhouette. Everything about him was meticulous. Polished. Expensive. His piercing green eyes sized her up in a way that gave her the jitters.

“Morning,” she replied, but as the door squeezed shut, Gigi squirmed. She was suddenly conscious of her own appearance. Warm from the hurried walk, she’d opened her peacoat, exposing jeans and a cat-themed sweater. And it wasn’t just any cat-themed sweater. It was green and red, with three felines sporting tiny scarves and hats. Around the cats, there was embroidery that proclaimed Meowy Christmas. If she was being honest, it was one of her favorite sweaters. It just seemed a little out of place next to the suit guy. Besides the sweater, she had pulled her knit hat so low that it nearly covered her eyes. And to top off her too-early-for-this ensemble, Gigi held a yogurt cup in one hand and a plastic spoon in the other—which contained her last bite of yogurt.

She must look like a crazy person who’d wandered in off the streets.

“I work here,” she blurted, not able to control the urge to justify herself to this stranger. One of her tennis shoes was untied, and she almost informed the man that she’d packed ballet flats to change into. Of course, she’d run into Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome the day she looked like a jigsaw puzzle with a couple of missing pieces.

He arched a well-groomed brow. “I believe you.” Though he didn’t sound like he did. “What floor?” He pointed to the control panel, reminding her of his unanswered question.

“Four, please.” Gigi analyzed his dark hair as he hit the button. Had he intentionally styled it to look perfectly mussed? When he pressed the tenth-floor button for himself, she straightened, as that was where the top of SheTime’s corporate ladder resided. Maybe he was a banker or investor? One of Mr. Ryan’s tennis club friends? Though they usually showed up at the office in expensive athleisure wear—not tailored suits.

“Casual Friday?” the man asked as the elevator rose. She scrunched her brow, bristling at his critical undertone, but tampered a sarcastic reply. Probably not in her best interest to lip off to anyone on their way to the tenth floor.

“Actually, it’s Football Friday.” She gave him a closed-lip smile. You’re going to be drastically overdressed for your meeting.

He peered at her out of the corner of his eye. “Football Friday?”

Gigi pushed her hat up and out of her eyes. “Yes. It’s like casual Friday, except with jerseys. The Ryans are big football fans. They’ll be wearing Bears jerseys and jeans, if you’re meeting with them today.” She scanned his face for confirmation. He didn’t give it to her. Instead, Mr. Swanky Suit clasped his hands in front of him, looking curious.

“But no football jersey for you?”

She shook her head. “Not a fan. Can’t get interested in a game where men pile on top of one another and compete for the most traumatic brain injury.” Gigi shrugged, not understanding the diehard passion people felt for the game. It bored her to pieces. “But, to each their own. No offense if you enjoy football.”

His eyebrows rose, but a hint of amusement played on his lips. “No offense taken.”

“Good,” she chirped.

A beat passed before the man asked, “But why the cat sweater?”

It was a valid question. She still quirked a brow at him. “Just because I don’t like football doesn’t mean I can’t take part in a day meant to celebrate something I love. Instead of sports gear, I always wear a sweater showcasing something I actually enjoy.” She cleared her throat. “Cats. Christmas. Knitting. I have another sweater with tiny margaritas and limes.”

Her comment instigated a crooked grin from the stranger—one that sent Gigi’s heart skipping out of rhythm. Gosh dang, he was handsome. In a classical, grouchy, stiff kind of way. Her stomach dipped in contrast to the rising elevator, and she immediately distracted herself by searching through her tote bag for her phone. 

You have the worst taste in men, Gigi reminded herself. If butterflies were swarming her belly, he likely had a wife at home, a mistress, or a gambling problem. Or all three. He also could’ve just escaped from jail. Those were the type of men she was drawn to—ones that covered major flaws with a chiseled jaw and a boatload of charisma.

The elevator dinged, stopping at the fourth floor. Gigi located her phone and pulled it from the bottom of her bag. 

“Have a great day.” She waved, stepping toward the opening door and recalling the pact she’d made with herself—no more dating. Not for a while . . . or maybe ever. The yo-yo of emotions it brought was more than her heart could handle. She was much better off focusing on work and friends.

The man tipped forward to hold the door open for her. She turned to say a simple “thank you,” but the words never left her mouth. They got stuck in her throat when her gaze connected with his bright, sea-glass eyes. The intensity that lingered in an ocean of aqua and green momentarily ensnared her. And her stupid, slush-covered feet stumbled over the untied laces.

Gigi slid as though she were ice skating. And she’d never been good at any sport. Her feet flew in opposite directions and she became a mess of flailing limbs.

“Oh!” she yelped, trying to catch her balance as her phone shot out of her hand like a bullet, going God knows where. But that was the least of her worries. If she didn’t get some traction, she’d end up in the splits.

Trying to help, the man lurched forward. He grabbed her arm, but she was mid-flail and accidentally smacked him in the face. The back of her hand hit his cheek. Hard.

“Oof,” he groaned, skittering sideways and losing hold of her.

“Holy moly!” Gigi ran in place like Scooby-Doo for what seemed like forever before her legs tangled with the stranger’s and they both tripped out the elevator door. As they tumbled, Gigi’s forehead connected with his jaw like the smack of a hammer hitting a nail, which instigated expletives from them both.

Ugh . . .

Ouch!

They hit the floor, and then it was silent. Mainly because the man was flat on his back, and Gigi was on top of him, her face buried in his neck.

“Oh my God,” she uttered, with the little breath left in her lungs. Her words were stifled, her lips pressed against warm skin. When she inhaled spicy aftershave, she peeled her face from his neck, not believing the predicament she’d gotten herself into. She was trying to walk away from a handsome temptation, and the universe had put her smack on top of him.

Gigi lifted her head. Not sure what to do, she put a hand on his shoulder and pushed up, placing her lips just inches from his. Suddenly, she couldn’t breathe. Mainly because her Christmas kittens pressed against his abnormally hard chest. And abs.

Heat flushed her cheeks.

“I—” she started, wanting to apologize for slapping him in the face and then pulling him to the ground.

He moved his jaw like he wasn’t sure if it was broken. “You sure you don’t like football? That was one heck of a tackle.”

So. Freaking. Embarrassing.

This guy was definitely going straight to Mr. Ryan’s office to claim assault.

“I—” Gigi started again, meaning to apologize, but there were other, more distracting words echoing through the quiet hall.

When she lost her phone, she must’ve unlocked her screen and opened an app, because the device was on the ground, playing the audiobook Gigi had drifted off to the night before—a romance by her favorite author. To her horror, it had started in the middle of a vivid kissing scene. The narrator’s husky voice echoed through the empty corridor, colorfully describing a passionate lip lock with throbbing hearts and pressing bodies.

Gigi gasped. Heat seared her face as the man’s eyes went wide, and Gigi became extra aware of how she was draped over him.

Swearing, she jumped up, making the man grunt with her quick retreat. Her phone was a few strides away, and she sprinted for it, diving to silence the audiobook before another steamy word could leave the speaker. Then, in the deafening quiet, she looked over. The man was standing, brushing down the front of his suit. The look on his face was anything but amused. 

A nervous laugh escaped her. “Audiobooks. That’s another thing I love. Cats, knitting, margaritas, and audiobooks.” She wanted to shrink into a ball and roll into the cubicles behind her.

Mr. Swanky Suit gave her a tight smile before pressing the elevator call button. “Interesting start to my day,” he noted, and the door opened.

“Hope the rest of your day is better,” she called with forced optimism. He nodded and disappeared. Quickly, Gigi gathered her tote bag and what was left of her dignity. Sighing, she headed for her desk, running a hand over her face in disgust.

Could she be any more of a mess this morning? She’d completely embarrassed herself in front of some guy on the way to meet with one of the Ryans. And now she’d probably also have a big goose egg on her forehead. Her only consoling thought was that, at the very least, she’d never see Mr. Swanky Suit again.








  
  

[image: ]

Chapter Two





“If Dad wants to sell the company, SheTime needs to be dissolved,” Harris said, leaning against the cold window of his brother’s corner office. His gaze drifted down to the gridlocked traffic far below. Cars jammed the streets, mirroring the irritation growing inside him. 

“Harris, we’ve been over this. Dad’s just trying to get you back into the business. He doesn’t really want to sell.” Dean, his younger brother and the current CEO of Ryan & Ryan, stood from his sleek mahogany desk. He stared at Harris in disbelief, though it was hard to take him seriously in his football jersey.

“Dad doesn’t make empty threats.”

“That’s why I asked you to come back and talk some sense into him.”

Harris pulled his hand from his pocket and ran it through his hair. “Once Dad makes up his mind, there’s no talking sense into him. You know that as well as I do.” Their dad was as stubborn as a mule, and he wasn’t likely to change his mind about his most recent decision—to retire and pass on the family business to both of his sons.

“You seriously think Dad’s going to retire and spend his days cruising the Bahamas? Or doing crossword puzzles?” Harris couldn’t hide the snark in his questions. Their dad was not the average seventy-year-old. He didn’t know the meaning of “relaxation.” Never had. Harris couldn’t picture him not working. He’d always meddle with the company, in some form. In fact, if it weren’t for his new wife, their dad would continue working until death came knocking at his office door.

“Nah.” Dean shook his head. “More like trips to Paris and Italy. Karen’s already planned a month in Europe for her and Dad in the spring. And then they’re going to spend the summer at the lake house. They want the grandkids to come visit them.”

Harris nearly choked on his tongue. “Seriously?”

“Serious as a snowman in a heatwave.” Dean rounded his desk and Harris squinted at him, not able to connect the father he knew with the husband Karen was hoping for. The only vacations Harris remembered from his childhood were before his mother had passed. His father would fly in to join them for a day or two. Or not at all.

Pressing the length of his arm against the window, Harris leaned into the chilled glass. “Didn’t take her long to convince him to retire, huh?”

Dean furrowed his brow. “What do you mean? They’ve been married for seven years, and she’s been bugging him to retire since the wedding.”

“Seven years?” Had it really been that long? 

“I think you’d actually like Karen if you took the time to get to know her. She’s good to Dad and the kids love her.”

Harris nodded, slowly. He didn’t really have a reason not to like Karen. It was his dad he didn’t trust. Karen was his fourth wife. He’d remarried a few years after Mom passed, and it’d taken Harris most of his teenage years to warm up to his stepmom. Then, after high-school—once she felt like family—his dad and she divorced and Harris lost another major part of his life. He married again for a few short years in his fifties. Even now, Harris didn’t trust that his dad fully committed to much, at least outside of work.

“I’m sure she’s nice. She’s got to have the patience of a saint to put up with Dad,” Harris said, and Dean shrugged in agreement. “But I’m not here to talk about Dad’s marriage. I’m here to talk about the future of Ryan & Ryan.” His shoulders squared, considering the ultimatum Dad had given them. “I’ve got my own life. I can’t just drop everything because Dad decided it’s time for me to play the dutiful son.”

Dean sighed. Worry etched his face. Their dad wanted both his sons working for the family business. If that didn’t happen, he’d sell Ryan & Ryan next year to their largest competitor, a billion-dollar conglomerate that’d turn and burn the business. That was why Harris was here, standing in Dean’s office and placating their father.

Though he wasn’t here for their father. He was here for Dean. 

“I get it,” Dean said. “I really do. But it’s not just about the company, Harris. It’s about us. We’re a family. We built this together. I don’t want to lose the company Grandpa started with blood, sweat, and tears. Do you?”

The brothers locked eyes, the weight of family history and expectations hanging in the air.

“Grandpa is rolling over in his grave right now, Dean. He’d smack Dad upside the head for even considering the situation he’s put us both in.” Harris shook his head. His brother wanted to take over the family business. It was all he’d ever wanted since they were little. Harris was content to live the life he’d created for himself in New York City. But their dad had thrown a wrench into both of their plans, mainly because it irked him that Harris had made his own way. He had his own thriving business, making it hard for his dad to control him.

“I’m here for you.” Harris fixed his stare on Dean. “I’ll stay through Christmas. Hopefully, we can persuade Dad to sell to you by then.” Even if it forced Harris to work alongside his dad, something he swore he’d never do again. But if they couldn’t change their dad’s mind by Christmas, Harris was certain his mind would never change.

Dean’s shoulders sagged in obvious relief, and he gave Harris a crooked smile. “Thanks for coming, brother.”

Harris nodded. He stood from the window, rubbing a hand over his jaw in thought, but a throb of pain reminded him of the headbutt he’d received this morning—from a curiosity of a woman. Picturing her, Harris wondered what she did at Ryan & Ryan. She didn’t fit the mold, and that intrigued Harris. Even now, he couldn’t help grinning at her explanation of the cat sweater. Harris was sure it irked his father to no end. His dad loved football and needed everyone around him to fall in line with his way of thinking. Particularly if they were on his payroll.

Harris smirked, appreciating her tenacity. But when his mind wandered to her angelic face and the gentle curve of her lips—which he had studied when she had been draped on top of him—he cleared his throat and shifted to a new subject. The last thing he needed was to get distracted by a woman. Especially, one that worked for his father.

“I’m going to run a full analysis on SheTime,” Harris announced. “I ran the financials last night, and that division is bleeding money.” At least he could make himself useful while he was here.

“It’s an investment in our future. There’s a lot of marketing involved in growing a new brand.”

Harris crooked an eyebrow. “What’s wrong with the economical soaps we’ve been manufacturing for fifty years?”

“Nothing’s wrong with them,” Dean said. “They’re the bread and butter of Ryan & Ryan, but we also need to change with the times. SheTime is a premium line for women. It’s diversifying our business, and it’s got a lot of potential.”

Dean had always been a “big picture” kind of guy, while Harris focused on the details. He was analytical, making decisions based on sound data and financials. “I’m all about diversification, but only if it’s profitable. From what I saw in the quarterly reports, SheTime’s running on slim margins and has been for a while. Doesn’t make sense to keep throwing money at a failing business. Dissolving that division would help the bottom line. Even if Dad ends up selling, it’d increase profitability and guarantee a better sale price.”

Dean gave a quick shake of his head. “We can’t just get rid of an entire division at the drop of a hat. Do you want me firing a bunch of people before Christmas?”

“When you put it like that, you make me sound like a complete grinch.”

Dean stared at him, not arguing the grinch part.

Ouch.

“You don’t have to fire everyone,” Harris added. “I’m sure you could move some roles within the company.”

“How about instead of dissolving SheTime, you help me fix it?” He put air quotes around the last two words, challenging Harris.

Harris slid a hand in his pocket. “I’ll pull together a full financial analysis and recommendation by the end of the week. I already started with last quarter’s—”

Dean held up a hand. “You need to understand the business outside of reports and spreadsheets.”

Was there a more efficient way? Harris cocked his head. “What do you have in mind?”

“I want you to take over as SheTime’s director.” Dean looked way too excited for his own good. “While you’re here,” he added.

“Have you been sitting on that the entire time we’ve been talking?”

“Maybe.”

Harris huffed. “Don’t you already have a director?”

“She’s leaving. Just put in her resignation. Pregnant with baby number three and wants to stay home with her kids.”

“Well, that’s inconvenient.” Harris rubbed a temple with two fingers.

Dean laughed. “Inconvenient for who?”

“Me. You.”

“Come on,” Dean urged. “This way, you can learn the intricacies of that division’s business. I’ll let you do whatever you want in the next two weeks, and if by Christmas, you still think SheTime should be dissolved, then I’ll take your recommendation.”

Harris would rather learn from behind a computer, but liked the idea of making the calls for the next few weeks. And if interacting with the sales and marketing team was the only way to open Dean’s eyes, he’d do it. From the numbers he’d seen, the team needed direction, anyhow. Besides, the annoyance would be short-lived. “Alright, but I’ll need access to everything—financials, operations, marketing strategies.”

Dean jerked his arm back like the Bears had finally made a touchdown. “You’ll have it. Gigi, the marketing director, can brief you on her current projects.”

“Gigi?” Harris raised an eyebrow, immediately associating “Gigi” with the slim margins he’d reviewed. She didn’t focus on the right metrics and frivolously spent on extravagant packaging, advertising, and events, seriously cutting into profits.

“Yeah, she’s been doing a great job. Smart. Creative. You’ll be in good hands.”

“Mm-hmm,” Harris said, going along with his brother’s positivity. Even though he didn’t agree with it.

“Actually, I’ll introduce you now. Kim called a meeting to tell the team about her resignation. They should still be in the conference room.”

Harris had tougher topics to address with their father, but playing director would make it look like he was interested in diving back into the family business. That’d give him more leverage in their conversations.

Buttoning his suit coat, Harris nodded at Dean. “Alright. Let’s get this over with.”
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Chapter Three





“I’m so excited for you,” Gigi said to Kim, smiling through the panic rising inside her. “I just can’t believe you’re leaving.” 

“I know, I know.” Kim sighed, handing Gigi her laptop like she was handing off a baton. “But working full time and raising two kids is driving me to insanity. I can’t imagine what it’s going to be like with three. I wish I could clone myself.”

Gigi pursed her lips, trying to understand Kim’s decision. “You sure you want to resign, though?” It was hard to picture Kim as a stay-at-home mom. She wasn’t exactly the warm and fuzzy type.

“Yeah,” Kim replied, though her face didn’t exude confidence. She sighed again. “Last week, little Joseph called the nanny ‘Mommy.’ I missed Danny’s first steps, and I can’t even remember the last time I went on a date with my husband. Something is going to break if I don’t make a change, and it might be me.”

Gigi offered a sympathetic smile. “I get it. You need to put your family first.”

“I’m sorry to spring this on you with the Gal’s Gift Guide events just starting.” Kim gave her a flat smile. “But I don’t know how much help I’d be, anyhow. My morning sickness has been terrible with this one.” She placed a hand on her stomach. “Actually, it’s more like all-day sickness.”

“It’s okay. I can handle it,” Gigi consoled Kim, noticing how pale she was. “It’s not a problem.” She brightened her expression, even as she wondered how she’d do it. Honestly, Gigi was practically at her breaking point herself. It wasn’t like SheTime had a big team. Outside of Kim and Gigi, there was one product manager and two sales reps. They’d all given Kim their congratulations and were exiting the conference room, leaving empty coffee cups and a hard-hit box of donuts on the table near the door. 

“I’m sure I can round up some help from the team,” Gigi added, knowing their schedules were tight this time of year too. She had three weeks full of holiday events, all of which were outside of work hours. How was she going to do it by herself?

“You’ll have help.” Kim gave her a pat on the shoulder just as Dean walked through the door. “Dean and I already talked about it.”

“Good morning,” Dean greeted them with a big smile, but Gigi’s attention fell on the tall man who followed behind him.

Is that . . .? Her insides hiccupped.

Sharp gray suit. A jaw that could cut glass. Hypnotic, sea-glass eyes.

Mr. Swanky Suit?

“Gigi,” Dean greeted. “I’d like to introduce you to my brother, Harris.”

Gigi blinked. Hard. Did Dean say this was his brother?

For a moment, Harris’s eyes went wide with recognition. Was this morning’s disastrous encounter replaying through his head? Because all Gigi could think about was how she’d slapped, tripped, and head-butted this man, before landing on top of him while her spicy audiobook played in the background.

Oh. My. God.

Dean looked between Gigi and his brother. “Do . . . you guys know one another?” he asked, confused.

The surprise vanished from Harris’s face. “We ran into each other this morning on the elevator.” Gigi’s stomach clenched, waiting for him to expand on how they ran into each other. Instead, he offered his hand. “But we didn’t get properly introduced. I’m Harrison—Harris—Ryan.”

“Oh,” Gigi squeaked, shaking his hand absentmindedly as she connected the dots. “Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Ryan.” She’d made a complete fool of herself with Harrison Ryan? The prodigal son who’d infamously left the family business? “Gianna Ricci.” She gave her full first name, as if that would help repair his image of her.

Kim squinted at Gigi. “Do you prefer being called Gianna?”

No. Only her mother called her that—when she was mad.

Gigi shrugged noncommittally. “You can call me Gigi.”

“Okay.” Harris nodded, accepting her offer. “Nice to meet you, Gigi.”

“Alrighty then,” Dean said, dismissing the awkward introduction, seemingly unaware of the elevator mishap. “Kim already knows this, but Harris will be taking over for her.”

Kim bobbled her head, looking content with this piece of information. Gigi was stunned. This past summer, when rumors had swirled through the office that Harrison Ryan might come back to the family business, she’d heard a million different reasons why he left. None of them were good. He’d run off with his secretary. He’d embezzled, stealing from his dad. He’d gone on a bender in Vegas.

She didn’t trust this guy. Why was he back?

“You’re taking over for Kim?” Gigi asked, remembering the other piece of gossip she’d heard. The “other Ryan brother”—the one staring at her like she was a mystery he needed to solve—had created that notorious dating app, GambleOnLove. It was wildly popular, but for all the wrong reasons. It was an app people used to hook up, not to find love.

This guy was going to run a business that catered to women? Did he even know what women wanted?

“Yes,” Harris confirmed with a nod. “And I’ve already reviewed SheTime’s financials. They’re concerning. We need to make it more profitable. That’ll be my priority.”

Gigi’s stomach sank like a rock in a river.

“More profitable?” she questioned, unable to hide the skepticism in her tone. Gigi had poured her heart into building this brand, and now the brother that’d abandoned his family and made a sketchy dating app was going to mess with it? She glanced at Dean, but he didn’t look as worried as she felt. “How so?”

Harris tilted his head, emphasizing his arrogance. “By making smart business decisions. We need to align our investments with our business goals. We can’t continue supporting a brand that isn’t making money.”

Gigi’s cheeks flamed, but this time, it wasn’t from embarrassment. Was he insinuating that SheTime was a poor investment? Anger bubbled in her chest, threatening to spew out.

Kim intervened, sensing the tension. “Gigi, Harris has a background in business and technology. I’m sure he’ll bring valuable insights to SheTime. You two will make a great team.”

Gigi pressed her lips together, keeping her skepticism and comments to herself.

“And speaking of teams,” Kim continued, “Harris will help you with the Gal’s Gift Guide events.”

Gigi’s eyes widened. She almost dropped the laptop she’d been clutching. “Wait, what?” She exchanged a quick glance with Harris, who seemed equally unenthusiastic about the idea.

“I don’t know about that—” Harris started, but Dean jumped in, interrupting his brother.

“That’s right.” Dean smiled brightly, overcompensating for his brother’s blatant rudeness. “Harris is going to take Kim’s spot and attend the Christmas events with you.”

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” Harris spoke up, clearly not thrilled about the prospect. “Dean, I saw what these events are costing us. Why don’t we focus on the bottom line and skip the holiday fluff? We don’t need these events to sell soap to women.”

Sell soap to women? Gig’s mouth hinged open. SheTime was so much more than that. Clearly, this guy didn’t have a clue about the business. And now he was going to be running it?

“Not happening.” Her words came out sharp. Harris grimaced like she’d poked him with a pointy stick. “SheTime is a major sponsor of the Gal’s Gift Guide. We’ve already committed. There’s no backing out now. It starts tomorrow.” She’d spent all year planning the event with the Chicago Women’s Association, but Harris saunters in and suddenly knows best? He wanted to cut the event with no concept of the backlash? “If we cancel, we won’t get reimbursed for our sponsorship. Plus, we’d lose out on the opportunity to connect with thousands of holiday shoppers, both at the events and through the extensive media campaigns.” Not to mention, the company would look ridiculous for canceling last minute.

“See?” Dean shrugged, looking happy at Gigi’s rebuttal. “No cost savings in canceling. Looks like you’re going to be busy for the next few weeks.” 

“Few weeks?” Harris looked like he’d just seen the Ghost of Christmas Past. “How many of these events are there?”

“Ten,” Gigi said, raising a brow.

“You’ve got to be joking,” Harris replied.

“It’s the perfect way for you to learn about the business,” Dean said, still smiling despite Harris’s furrowed brow and deep frown. “You’ll have time to interact with customers and understand the product. It’ll be your crash course for SheTime, and a lot more informative than just staring at spreadsheets.” Dean locked gazes with Harris, and they seemed to exchange an entire conversation without another word.

Finally, Harris blew out a breath. “Fine,” he conceded.

“Great!” Dean smacked his hands together in a clap. “You’ll get to spend a ton of time with Gigi. She’s very knowledgeable about the market. You could learn a lot from her.” Dean gave Gigi a supportive smile.

Harris squinted, looking suspicious, but he didn’t protest further.

“Great,” Gigi replied, but without the same enthusiasm as Dean. She couldn’t shake the bad feeling coursing through her. Kim was leaving and her new boss was about to rip apart all of Gigi’s hard work. The Gal’s Gift Guide would be a disaster. After all, what could the creator of a hookup-dating-app contribute to a business that catered to women? His values were about as far from SheTime’s as one could get. 

Working with him was like discovering a big lump of coal in her Christmas stocking.
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