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RUBY DHANJI HAD NEVER seen herself as a particularly interesting or memorable person. Probably because she wasn’t all that good at anything. She had no advanced degrees—hell, no unadvanced degrees, either—she had no athletic skills, and she was downright horrendous at sewing and car maintenance, despite her parents being a seamstress and a mechanic. But what Ruby lacked in God-given talents, she more than made up for in enthusiasm and living in the moment. Her life was great, because Ruby carpe’d the fucking diem her way through it. Ruby didn’t just enjoy things; she relished in them.


Three passions had risen to the top of Ruby’s interests. First, she loved anything and everything coming out of the UK—except colonialism, of course. She was Indian, and British colonialism hadn’t been kind to her people. But she loved the architecture of old English manor houses, loved Jane Austen, loved the Beatles, and loved modern British exports, too, like Harry Styles and chicken tikka masala. Second, Ruby loved the finer things in life: designer clothes, imported skin care, even expensive handbags. This particular passion was probably the result of working in high-end retail for years, so she was surrounded by luxury goods every day. Ruby was practical, though—even with an employee discount she would have gone bankrupt several times over if she wasn’t willing to buy her luxury goods secondhand or on clearance.


And finally, despite her Muslim upbringing, Ruby Dhanji adored the Christmas season with her whole heart. She loved the winter aesthetic, Christmas carols, holiday movies, and watching happy families celebrating together. Secularly, of course—she ignored the religious roots of the holiday. As far as Ruby was concerned, if she could love most things British while still being critical of their nasty habit of randomly declaring places people already lived in as their own colony, then she could also pick and choose which aspects of a holiday to celebrate and love.


This year, the Christmas season was a little bittersweet, though, because it would be her last one in Toronto—likely her last in Canada. So, as a proper send-off to the city that hadn’t always been great to her, Ruby was throwing herself a thirty-third birthday and tree decorating party on the day after her birthday—since she had to work on her actual birthday.


On Friday evening, the night before her party, Ruby left Reid’s Holiday, the small pop-up store in the Distillery District where she was store manager. The district had just transformed into the annual Toronto Winter Market, modeled after European Christmas markets, and Ruby hadn’t seen all the new vendors and temporary stores yet. When she spotted a new sign advertising LIVE CHRISTMAS TREES, she knew it was fate. She’d planned to set up the hot-pink tree she’d thrifted last year for her party, but a real tree would be so much better.


After buying the perfect small one (because her apartment was beyond tiny), Ruby carried the tree out of the lot by holding it in front of her so it wouldn’t touch her vintage red coat. She quickly realized she should have stuck with her pink one, though, because navigating cobblestones in high-heeled shoes, a velvet miniskirt, sheer tights, and a whole-ass tree was tricky. She should have brought a wagon. Not that she had a wagon. She was only three feet away from the lot when she dropped the twine-wrapped bundle. The trunk bounced on the stone walkway before falling sideways, hitting a person walking near her on its way to the ground.


“Bloody hell,” said a voice. “Watch it!”


“Oh no! I’m so sorry!” The man her tree hit could have been the one to chop it down in the first place. He seriously looked like he’d just walked out of a forest, with his worn blue jeans, a shearling-lined denim jacket unbuttoned to reveal a red flannel shirt, plus a blue beanie pulled down almost to his eyelids. He was Brown, like Ruby, and maybe in his mid-twenties.


“Careful with that…” He scowled, causing his hat to lower even more. “Is that a tree?”


Ruby smiled warmly as she bent to pick up her fallen tree, being careful to lift with her knees and not her back. She couldn’t get laid up with a back injury now. “I’m so sorry. It’s just… it’s so much bigger than I thought it’d be!”


The man stared at her, his dark eyes blinking in slow motion. And… Ruby realized what she’d just said. Classic Ruby. She giggled at herself. “That wasn’t innuendo,” she said.


Although, maybe it should be? Because despite this man’s stereotypical Canadian attire (which honestly wasn’t Ruby’s vibe), he was cute. Actually, more like… classically handsome. That jawline. The smooth skin. Ruby had over a month left in Toronto—there was certainly time for a final fling with a young Canadian before she moved overseas.


But the guy wasn’t laughing with her at her suggestive gaffe. Or at her. Okay, so the lumberjack didn’t have a sense of humor. No worries; a fling was probably a bad idea anyway. Ruby held her tree in front of herself with outstretched arms again and started walking.


The guy sped to walk next to her. “Why are you carrying a tree like that?” he asked.


“This is a vintage Max Mara coat. I’d rather not get poked right now.” She laughed again. Clearly her subconscious had ideas about this guy and his cute frown. Although it wasn’t mutual. He still looked annoyed at her. In fact, he might be the surliest person in the Winter Market. Which was fair—she’d just dropped a tree on him.


“Isn’t it gorgeous?” she asked. “It’s so fragrant. Here smell it.” She turned so the tree was inches from the guy’s face.


“I can’t smell anything,” he said, nose wrinkled.


“Weird. It’s so strong! This is a Colorado blue spruce. I picked it because of the strong scent, and apparently, it’s a long-lasting tree—not that I need it past December thirty-first. I hope it lasts that long. Oh!” Ruby felt the branches in her hands start to buckle. In what felt like comical slow motion, she scrambled to prevent the tree from hitting the surly guy again, ending up hugging it close to her while the trunk hit the ground.


“Oh my god,” Ruby said. “I’m such a klutz.” She stepped away from the tree, holding the branches with her hands, and checked her coat. She winced when she saw spruce needles stuck to the wool. This was definitely a mistake. How was she going to get this thing home?


Suddenly, the guy took the tree from her hands.


“Oh, um, thank you! But I’m fine.” Ruby reached out to take it back, but he’d already hoisted the thing onto his shoulder with what looked like no exertion at all. He was strong. She looked at his broad body carrying her tree on his denim-clad shoulder. It was… hot. He should be a lumberjack. Although, she noticed for the first time that there were dusty white splotches all over his jeans.


“I got it,” he said. Or rather, he grunted.


Ruby exhaled. “It’s okay! I can carry it!”


“You’ve already dropped it twice, so no, you clearly can’t carry it. Where’s your car?” he asked.


Ruby raised a brow. “A car? In this economy? Who can afford that?”


The guy blinked at her again. She could almost see his eye twitch with irritation. Ruby should shut up and take her tree home. But this guy didn’t look like he was going to give it to her.


“I could call an Uber?” Her condo was only a few minutes’ walk from the Distillery District, and she doubted an Uber would show up for such a short ride.


“They’re not going to let you take a tree in their car,” the guy said, exasperated. “Why did you buy a tree without a way to get it home?”


Ruby smiled. “Because it was pretty? I’m having a tree-decorating birthday party tomorrow. Today’s my birthday.”


He stared at her for several seconds. “You really should have thought this through.”


Ruby bit her lip. He was right. There was no way she could walk the five minutes to her apartment without dropping the tree again or seriously hurting herself. Or ruining her coat. She could call a friend, but her cousin Marley wasn’t able to lift heavy things yet after her surgery, and her friend Shayne had a photo shoot today.


“It’s fine. I can take it,” Ruby said, slipping off her coat and hanging it off her arm. “It’s only a five-minute walk home. I can—”


“Which way?” the guy said, the tree still on his shoulder.


“Which way what?”


“Which way is home? I need to head back to work, so let’s get going.”


Ruby shook her head quickly. “Is this a pick-up, because I’m not looking for chivalry here.”


The guy actually huffed a laugh at that, which completely changed his face. This grump was very cute. His gaze swept from her heels to her white mohair scarf. “You’re not my type. Where am I taking this tree?”


Ouch. Ruby bit her lip. It was fine—based on how he was dressed, women in vintage red coats, Michael Kors shoes, and the perfect red lipstick for their skin tone weren’t his type. But to hear an exceedingly attractive man with the most amazing skin she’d ever seen say he wasn’t interested based on how she looked didn’t feel nice. Maybe he was one of those guys who thought girls with makeup and nice hair were “high maintenance” (cars were high maintenance… people were worth it). Or more likely, it was Ruby perpetually sticking her foot in her mouth that had turned him off.


Ruby pointed to the grouping of condos in the distance. “I’m in there. Thank you.”


“Okay, let’s go,” he said, walking past her with a whole entire tree on his shoulder like he was a chimney sweep carrying a broom or something.


Ruby took a few quick steps to catch up to him while putting her coat back on. “I appreciate this a lot,” she said. “Did you say you need to get to work? Which is weird because you’re all dusty, so I assume you came from work? That’s dust, right? Or maybe it’s flour! I know a baker; she’s always covered in white when she’s working. She’s on maternity leave right now, which sucks because her bread is the best. Well, it doesn’t suck for her, because her baby is gorgeous.”


Ruby was rambling. Which she did when she was uncomfortable. Seriously, with her nervous motormouth, and her permanent foot-in-mouth, someone should really remove Ruby’s mouth. But then she wouldn’t be able to wear MAC’s Ruby Woo—a red lipstick so perfect for her skin tone that she was convinced it was named after her.


The man kept walking, focused on the sidewalk in front of him. It was hard to keep up and incredibly awkward to walk with someone holding your Christmas tree without saying anything at all.


“So… do you work around here, too?” she asked. He didn’t respond. This mystery lumberjack was a man of few words. “I mean, I assume you must. Oh! Do you work at the pet store! All that dust could be cat litter! I don’t have a cat—I move too often. But I want to get one. Maybe after I move to England. British shorthairs are so cute! Why do they look so different from North American cats? Like—”


“It’s not cat litter,” he said. “It’s drywall dust.”


“Oh. So, you’re in, like, construction? Cool! I work in the Distillery District. It’s gorgeous this time of year, right? I love the Winter Market so much. It used to be called the Distillery Christmas Market, but they changed the name to be more inclusive, which is great. Not that I have anything against Christmas, but I mean, I’m all for inclusivity. I’m the manager at the Reid’s Holiday pop-up store. You know Reid’s, right? The department store in Yorkville? They have a mini store in the Winter Market only for the season. We have lots of gift-giving options, like designer ornaments, fragrances, and skin care. And services, too, like bespoke wrapping, custom gift baskets, and private shopping services for corporate clients. You should come by! I’d be happy to wrap some of your gifts for you, free of charge. As a thank-you for carrying my tree! You don’t have to shop at the store for wrapping…” Ruby’s voice trailed off. She hoped he didn’t think she was implying that he couldn’t afford to shop at Reid’s. Because she didn’t mean that at all. The store was expensive, but she knew people in construction could make good money, especially if he was a skilled tradesman.


“You work in a Christmas store?” he asked.


Ruby nodded. “Reid’s Holiday. I know it’s not the most original name. But… seriously, you should come by with gifts you need wrapped so I can repay your kindness.”


He shook his head, making his blue beanie drag against the needles of the tree on his shoulder. “I don’t celebrate Christmas.”


Ruby laughed awkwardly. “Oh, I don’t either. I mean, not religiously. But I love this season! We have non-denominational wrap, too. And some Hanukkah paper, and Eid—”


“I don’t do any holidays.”


Ugh. She’d offended the lumberjack. But as usual, her mouth didn’t know when to shut up. “But gifts don’t have to just be for holidays, do they? You must have someone in your life that deserves a ‘just because’ gift! I love giving people little things for no reason, you know? To show you have their back. It’s like—”


He turned sharply to face her again. Thankfully there was no one behind them, or he would have hit them with the tree.


“Do you always talk this much?”


Ruby gave an awkward smile. “Yes. You’re taking my tree all the way home, and it would be rude if I said nothing, wouldn’t it?”


The guy stared at her for several long seconds again before turning back around and pointing to the building in front of them. “That yours?” he asked.


“Yeah. Um, you don’t have to bring it upstairs for me or anything. I mean, I can have the building concierge help.”


He didn’t respond. He climbed the two steps to the entry and rested her tree next to the door. “You can take it from here,” he said, already walking back down the stairs and away.


“Wait,” Ruby called out. The guy turned back to her. He was still frowning. Such a shame. The guy was breathtakingly gorgeous when he had laughed for half a second. “Thanks again for helping me. I really appreciate it,” She smiled. “I think… I think maybe that was fate. I mean, if you hadn’t found me, I’m sure I would have spent the rest of my birthday in the ER with a broken back. And I meant it—if you work nearby, come see me at Reid’s Holiday so I can repay your generosity. I’m Ruby, by the way.”


“My mother taught me to never leave a woman struggling. Happy birthday, Ruby,” he said, that small smile appearing on his face for a moment before he turned and walked away.


Ruby watched the mystery man head back toward the Winter Market. She exhaled. She knew that she could be annoying. She hyperfixated on the things she loved, and she wasn’t always great at noticing when she needed to chill about her passions. Or needed to stop talking.


Ah, but it didn’t matter. So, what if this bah-humbug guy was immune to holiday cheer. He’d helped her a lot by bringing her tree home. And he even said happy birthday—the first in-person “happy birthday” she’d had this year.


Ruby wasn’t going to let a run-in with a surly grump get in the way of enjoying every single moment of this season.
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“DO YOU THINK I’M annoying?” Ruby asked while laying out neat rows of shortbread on a holly-printed plate. She hadn’t been able to get that run-in with the tree-carrying guy out of her mind since he’d said happy birthday to her yesterday. “Like, do I take this Christmas stuff too far?”


“There is no such thing as too far,” her friend Shayne said. He was hanging clear glass ornaments on the Colorado spruce. “The only people annoyed about Christmas are stick-in-the-muds, and we do not concern ourselves with their opinions. Holidays exist to be celebrated.”


Exactly. Ruby was not taking the festivities too far—the shortbread wasn’t even homemade. True, she’d made the gingerbread men and the individual Christmas puddings herself—but that was because she wanted her tiny apartment to be filled with her favorite scents for her birthday celebration: honey, cloves, ginger, cinnamon, and nutmeg, all mingling with the scent of her spruce Christmas tree.


“Who said you’re annoying?” asked Ruby’s cousin Marley, who was helping Shayne with the tree. Marley was a personal stylist and Shayne was a photographer, and they had a better eye for space and design than Ruby, so she’d assigned them to tree duty when they’d arrived at her party.


“No one said I was annoying,” Ruby said. Which was technically true—the lumberjack dude hadn’t actually called her annoying. He’d certainly implied it, though. “This guy helped me carry my tree yesterday, and he was obviously irritated about how enthusiastic I was about the season.”


“Ridiculous,” Shayne said, shaking his head. “Openly liking anything is considered selling out these days. We are surrounded by capitalism and consumerism, but people look down at anyone who deigns to enjoy any of it. Not everyone singing ‘Last Christmas’ is buying in to the capitalist Kool-Aid—you bought these ornaments from a thrift store, and this sweater is from Poshmark.” Shayne’s sweater had a vintage-style image of Santa drinking a whisky by the fire on it. As always, he looked fabulous.


“So’s this dress,” Ruby added. It was a vintage Badgley Mischka, and she’d squealed when she saw it on the designer resale site last month. The impeccably fitting red dress was going to be her signature look for the holidays this year.


“Why do you think this guy got under your skin? That’s not like you,” asked Shayne’s partner, Anderson, who was helping Ruby plate food at the coffee table. He was one of the most perceptive people Ruby had ever met—probably because of his job. He was also the quietest person in the friend group, which was ironic because he was one of four hosts on a daytime talk show—one of those shows where the hosts all talk over each other to get a word in. He had the nickname Oprah in their friend chat group, despite being a small Taiwanese Canadian man.


Ruby popped a small slice of fruitcake with marzipan into her mouth before answering. The sweet and spicy flavor punctuated with the creamy nuttiness of the marzipan reminded her that there was nothing wrong with loving this season. “I know. I shouldn’t care what the guy thinks of me.”


Maybe it was because he was Brown and said he didn’t celebrate Christmas… so it unearthed some cultural guilt that Ruby shouldn’t obsess over a Western holiday, either. But that was nonsense. Ruby’s mother had been quite a devout Muslim, but she’d loved Christmas, too. Mom had loved the focus on family and giving, and said that if they were going to make Canada their home, they may as well love the things that Canadians loved. Of course, Mom had gone all out for Eid and other Muslim holidays, too. Mom would have been delighted that her only daughter still loved the Christmas season.


“Was the guy cute?” Shayne asked.


Ruby nodded. “Very. Too young for me, though.”


At that, Shayne beamed at Anderson, who was about five years younger than him. “Nothing wrong with a younger man. So, you were into the guy, but he didn’t feel the same, so your ego took a tiny hit. No shame in that. Put the Scrooge out of your mind. This is a birthday party! Where’s Reena… I can’t wait until you see your present!”


Reena, her husband Nadim, and their baby Aleem were the only ones missing from this party. Marley picked up her phone, presumably to text Reena. “They’re at Nadim’s friend’s place,” she said a few seconds later. “They’re on their way—it’s only five minutes from here.”


Shayne laughed. “They have friends other than us?”


“Shocking, I know,” Marley said. “Apparently she’s one of Nadim’s London friends. Reena said she’s been going through a rough time, so they took the baby to meet her. Babies always cheer people up.”


That was true, but there was another nugget of information there that piqued Ruby’s interest. Nadim had grown up between England and Tanzania, and he still had a lovely British accent. Ruby hadn’t known he had any British friends in Toronto. “His friend from London lives near here?”


Marley laughed, plopping on the small green sofa in front of Ruby’s bed. This apartment was a bachelor—which meant it was pretty much one big room. Actually, big was probably overstating it. “Are you going to make the poor woman read Austen to you now?”


Ruby frowned. “No. But considering I’m moving to London in like, six weeks, maybe I should meet her? Get some tips or something?”


“Why don’t you get tips from Nadim?” Shayne asked. “He lived there, too.”


“I’ve tried,” Ruby said. “But he was useless. Apparently when he lived in London, Nadim only went to nightclubs or Michelin-starred restaurants. He was a super-rich trust-fund brat back then, remember?” Ruby loved to hear stories of Nadim’s UK debauchery, especially since he was such a goofy nerd and devoted family man now.


“If this woman is Nadim’s friend, she was probably a trust-fund brat, too,” Marley said. “Hey, do you have a star for the top of the tree? Didn’t you get a Swarovski one on clearance last year?”


“Yes!” Ruby had forgotten about that star. She knelt near her bed to get at the storage boxes down there. She’d been so excited when she found it on a clearance shelf—but it was bright red crystal and was all wrong for her pink tree. Maybe a part of her knew that she’d have a much better tree this year. She found it in a box of summer shoes and handed it to Marley.


“Maybe this woman can help you get a job there, though,” Anderson said. “Did you get any offers yet?”


“Sort of,” Ruby said. “Two boutiques on High Street said they’ll likely offer when I get there. And three more told me to call them for an interview the moment I land.” She’d known it wouldn’t be hard to get a job. Ruby moved a lot, and finding a new job was always the easiest part of moving. Her résumé was an impressive list of sales and management positions in the best luxury retail stores in Canada—and she had excellent references, too.


But none of the places where she really wanted to work in the UK had called her back.


“Nothing from hotels?” Marley asked.


“No. I’ve been completely ghosted by every hotel I’ve applied at.”


After years of planning, Ruby was finally moving to the UK for one main reason: to fulfill her and her mother’s lifelong dream to run their own business there—an inn or a bed and breakfast in the English countryside.


About three years ago, Ruby had learned that her mother had set up a trust with money from her personal savings account, payable to Ruby ten years after her mother’s passing. There was a letter enclosed, in which Ruby’s mother wrote that she was sorry she wouldn’t be there to carry out their dream together, but with this money, Ruby could do it on her own. The ten-year wait was so Ruby’s father wouldn’t find out about the money and try to claim it as his own, but it was also so Ruby wouldn’t get it until, as her mother put it, “you know who you are.”


Even with the money, Ruby knew achieving the dream now was a long shot, so she’d been approaching the plan rationally and practically. The first step had been getting a visa to live, work, and own a business in the UK. The next step had been to find a job in the hospitality industry there, so she could learn more about hotel management while looking for her own property. But it turned out that getting a job in a UK hotel as a Canadian with literally zero experience in the field and no contacts was next to impossible.


“So, are you going to work in a store, then?” Marley asked.


Ruby shook her head. “Nope. I have enough savings to last a bit—I’m going to hit the pavement the old-fashioned way when I get there. I’ll walk into every hotel in London until one of them hires me.”


There was a courtesy knock at the door then before Nadim and Reena noisily came in, holding baby Aleem. Everyone rushed to greet them and help get the baby and all the baby’s stuff inside. And then everyone wanted to see Aleem’s Santa outfit under the heavy snowsuit he was wearing. And wanted to squeeze his cheeks and then take pictures of him. Thankfully, Aleem tolerated his doting aunties and uncles well.


After the chaos the baby brought, they all sat around Ruby’s coffee table. Shayne was holding the baby in one arm and a mug of Ruby’s signature chai eggnog in the other.


“I’m sorry we’re late,” Reena said as she made herself a plate of cookies and fruitcake. “We were at Jasmine’s longer than expected. Poor thing’s going through a lot. She left her husband right after she started her own business.”


“Oh, that sucks,” Ruby said. “Right before the holidays, too.”


“It doesn’t suck,” Nadim said. “It’s good. I’ve only met the guy twice, but Derek is a stuck-up, arrogant douche. But it is hard for Jasmine and her kids right now.”


Reena nodded. “She’s got twin five-year-old girls. And no family of her own in Toronto. Jasmine is such a sweetheart.” Reena looked at her husband. “I have no idea how she ever fit in with your London friends.”


“We used to call her the Angelic One. I was closer to her twin, Ayesha, anyway. Hey, Marley, can I invite Jasmine to your Caroling party next month? She doesn’t know a lot of people in Toronto.”


“Yeah, absolutely,” Marley said. She and Shayne, who shared a house, threw a big holiday cocktail party every year. Shayne and Marley had been best friends since high school and had been through a lot together.


“She’ll need a babysitter,” Shayne said. “No one under eighteen allowed.” He looked down at baby Aleem in his arms. “Not even you, stinkers. You have to wait seventeen years for your invitation.”


Reena grinned. “Hey, Ruby, did you get a date for the party yet? Because we know someone who would be perfect for you.”


“Yes! Ruby needs a man.” Shayne nodded vigorously. “The Caroling party is couples only this year!”


Ruby exhaled. She shouldn’t be surprised at this. In the last year every person in this little friend group had experienced a major life change. Reena and Nadim had baby Aleem. Both Shayne and Marley, who’d previously been chronically single and commitment phobic, were now in committed relationships. And since all her friends were quite smugly in happy little families now, they were obsessed with changing Ruby’s relationship status, too.


“Seriously? You’re making your party couples only?” Ruby asked.


Marley gave Shayne a warning glance. “No. Shayne’s being silly. You don’t have to bring someone if you don’t want to. I mean, of course you’re welcome to if you meet someone, but—”


“I know exactly who!” Shayne said loud enough to make Aleem stir. Reena shot him a warning glare. “Sorry,” Shayne whispered loudly. “Anderson’s cousin Jonathan is single. He’s very cute. Imagine John Cho in that space movie. Star Hike or something. . .”


“Star Trek?” Anderson asked, laughing.


Shayne nodded. “Yes, that! Jonathan is adorable… and single. Smart, too. He’s an anesthesiologist. You know what they say about anesthesiologists, don’t you?” He wagged his eyebrows suggestively.


Marley gave Shayne a confused look. “They put people to sleep?”


“They’re full of gas!” Nadim suggested.


“Shush, all you,” Shayne said. “They are… like useful or something.”


“The guy we had in mind for her is a doctor, too!” Reena said. “Maybe she can check out their Rate My MD scores and pick between them. Or try them both out! Nothing wrong with a second opinion!”


Ruby shook her head. “Or I can try neither of them out. I’m moving in, like, a month and a half.”


“That’s plenty long enough for a fling with someone who understands your anatomy,” Shayne said wagging his brows.


“I’m not going to date a doctor!” Ruby said. “Plus, I’m literally working six days a week in December—it’s a terrible time for a fling.”


“Man I am not going to miss retail in December,” Marley said. She’d worked at Reid’s, too, until she started freelancing as a stylist. They all talked about how Ruby could possibly enjoy working in retail at Christmastime.


“What do you have against doctors?” Anderson asked during a conversation lull.


“Oh, nothing.” Ruby forced a chuckle. “They’re great. Just too committed to their jobs, right? Won’t make time for little old me!” She glanced at Marley.


Marley gave Ruby a sympathetic look. She knew better than anyone else in the room why Ruby wasn’t a huge fan of doctors. Marley had been there thirteen years ago when their entire lives were consumed with doctors and medical facilities. She’d been there when doctors hadn’t been able to prevent Ruby’s mother from dying of breast cancer.


The others in the room must have caught on, though, because everyone was awkwardly silent for too long. Ruby finally couldn’t take it anymore. She had to say something. “So… Nadim, you said your friend is from London? Does she go back often?”


“Yeah, actually, she does,” Nadim said. “We were telling her about your move. You’ll love this, Ruby. She came to Canada for school and stayed after meeting her husband here. But her twin sister Ayesha is still back in the UK, and she’s working in their father’s hotel business.”


Ruby nearly dropped her gingerbread man. “You have a friend in the hotel industry in England? Why didn’t you tell me?”


“I had no idea Ayesha was working for her father. Last I heard she was a yacht girl in Monaco. Before that, she called herself an event planner—I don’t think she ever planned any events.” He shook his head, smiling. “I had some wild times with the Hakim twins.”


Shayne snorted at that. “Ah, so the one in England is the bad twin, and the one here is the good twin. To be honest, I wish the bad one lived here. She sounds chaotic.”


Nadim nodded. “She used to be. Now Ayesha’s running a posh boutique hotel in Spitalfields. I’m shocked she’s a responsible businesswoman now.”


Ruby didn’t care how chaotic this girl used to be—she needed to get an introduction to her. “So, their father owns more than one hotel?”


He grinned. “Yeah, he owns a bunch. All in the UK. And this is the good part, Ruby: Jasmine told us that apparently their father recently got a new property—an inn in the middle of the UK countryside. In Cheshire, near Manchester.”


Oh my god. Ruby grinned. Forget the chaotic twin; she needed to meet their father. This could be the foot in the door to make her and her mother’s dream a reality.


“Apparently, their mother was tired of city living,” Reena said, “and convinced their father it was time to semi-retire as country innkeepers.”


Anderson rolled his eyes. “They probably turned it into a cookie-cutter clone of his other properties.”


Nadim shrugged. “Maybe. But Jasmine mentioned that he’s having trouble with staffing there—she said it’s so hard to find people who want to be in the boring English countryside.”


“I want to be in the boring English countryside!” Ruby said. It was her dream. She could almost taste the scones and milky tea.


Nadim grinned. “I know. Like I said, Jasmine’s a bit of a mess right now… and she really has no influence in her father’s business decisions, but I think we should all get together. Soon.”


Reena nodded. “She’ll love you, Ruby. And once she loves you, it will be easy to get an introduction to her family in the UK. They’re Ismaili Muslim, too.”


Ruby grinned. This was fate, she was sure of it. Ruby, as well as Marley, Nadim, and Reena, were all raised as Ismaili Muslims. It was a small sect of Islam, and followers tended to look out for each other, so knowing this family was from the same community as her was in itself a foot in the door. “Yes. We can have tea. There’s an adorable café in the Distillery District. You said her business is nearby… What does she do?”


“She’s a physician,” Reena said. “Two young kids and her own practice—I can’t imagine having two babies at once.” Reena shuddered, then looked at Nadim. “Thank goodness you didn’t impregnate me with twins. I would have left you if you did. One is more than enough.”


Nadim frowned. “You’d leave me if you had twins?”


“Good point. I’d need your help with the twins. I would have done something, though. Stopped baking bread for you, maybe.”


Nadim’s eyes widened, then he pantomimed Reena stabbing him in the heart. Reena was a baker, and Nadim claims he fell in love with her bread before her. Ruby could believe it. Her bread was excellent.


At that, Aleem let out a wail. “He’s hungry. Here, pass the little man over. He’s also a fan of my food.”


While Reena nursed her baby, they all talked about their holiday plans while eating Christmas cookies and drinking chai eggnog. Ruby was in a fantastic mood, thanks to this possible connection to a UK hotel family. Her thirty-fourth trip around the sun was shaping up to be her best one yet.
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MONDAY MORNING RUBY WAS at the back of the store tidying the small lingerie section after the weekend rush.


The other person working today, Jenisha, interrupted her as she was straightening cashmere robes on the hangers. “There’s a man here who asked for you by name.” Jenisha had plenty of teasing in her voice.


Ruby frowned. “Man? What man?”


Jenisha shrugged. “He’s cute. I’m not a fan of the beanie, though. I wish men would wear formal hats again.”


Beanie. Was Lumberjack actually taking her up on her offer of complimentary gift wrapping? Ruby turned to look at the front of the store, and yes, it was him. She cringed. Anderson was right when he’d said on Saturday that Ruby didn’t usually care what people thought of her. But this guy had gotten under her skin more than most.


“I owe him a favor.” Exhaling, Ruby headed to the man, the click of her red boots reverberating over the worn wood floors in the store. She put on her best retail smile. “So wonderful to see you again! Are you here for some gift wrapping?”


The guy narrowed his eyes at her. “Are you wearing novelty Christmas ornament earrings?”


Ruby shook her head, smiling. “No, I’m wearing designer Christmas ornament earrings. From Milan.” She’d been wearing Christmas earrings the day they met, too, but her shoulder-length hair had been down in loose waves then. Now with her hair slicked back in a tidy ponytail, the earrings were more visible.


The guy literally scoffed at that. “What’s the point of expensive jewelry you can only wear a few weeks a year?”


Ruby sighed. If he didn’t like Christmas, why come into a holiday store? This was easily the Grinchiest person in the Winter Market. It was a shame, because in the soft lighting of the store, the man was even more attractive than he’d been outside on Friday. He was dressed similarly—in jeans and a thick, lined denim jacket. Instead of a flannel, though, today he had a dark green sweatshirt under the jacket. His blue beanie was still pulled down low, and his smooth skin still practically glowed. Ruby agreed with Jenisha—she wasn’t a fan of the knit beanie. She hated that neck-beard incels had ruined fedoras and trilbies for the rest of society, because this guy’s classically handsome features would look great in a fedora. Like a Brown Clive Owen.


Ugh. Ruby needed to stop giving cute men makeovers in her head. After her last few relationships, she should know that fixer-uppers were not worth it.


She gestured to the white canvas tote bag he was carrying. “So, do you have something for me to wrap?”


He nodded. “Yeah. I’m terrible at gift wrapping. I didn’t know there were places where someone would wrap things for you.”


Ruby smiled and motioned him over to the gift-wrap counter. “Let’s see what you have.”


When they got to the counter, he pulled four books out of his tote bag. “They can all be wrapped together,” he said. “And I will pay.”


“Nonsense!” Ruby said. “It’s on me. This is repaying a favor, isn’t it?” Upper management didn’t mind if Ruby comped gift wrapping for some customers, because they knew that the more time someone spent in this curated space, the more likely they would open their wallets. That’s why there were so many impulse buys near the gift-wrap station, like fragrance sets and leather gloves.


Ruby looked at the four books he’d placed on the white marble counter: two popular book-club fiction titles and two children’s picture books. She doubted very much they were all for the same person—unless the person equally loved Fancy Nancy and Reese’s Book Club picks. She pointed to the wrapping paper samples on the counter. “Do you have a paper preference? Reid’s signature colors this season are warm burgundy and rich cream, but we also have more traditional holiday colors… royal blue, rose gold, antique silver—”


The man frowned. “Aren’t Christmas colors red and green?”


“Reid’s selects a signature color story every year.” She pointed out the glossy cream wrapping paper and the deep burgundy satin ribbon. “Soft neutrals with jewel tones are on trend this season. But if you’d prefer—”


“They’re not Christmas gifts, though.” His brow was furrowed. “I don’t need Christmas paper.”


“That’s why Reid’s signature colors are perfect. They’re more about seasonality than a traditional holiday look.” She glanced at the books. “I’m sure she would love this palate.”


He tilted his head. “How do you know these are for a woman?”


Ruby smiled. “Apologies for making assumptions. So, the rich cream, then?”


“Why do you call colors two words?” He pointed at the paper samples. “Rose gold, rich cream, warm burgundy… Why can’t you just say pink, beige, or red?”


“Because this is rose gold, not pink.” She flashed a winsome smile.


He harrumphed at that. This guy was a literal caricature of a grumpy Christmas hater. He was so on the nose that Ruby wondered if she was being filmed for some sort of YouTube prank. But she couldn’t deny that she was egging him on a bit. He was too easy to tease, and she found that she liked the look of his confused head tilt, as well as his brows furrowed in annoyance. But she should be kinder. She couldn’t forget that he had done her a major favor by carrying her tree to her building Friday.


“How about this purple?” she asked. The deep eggplant would work for all genders, and although she thought it was perfectly appropriate for the holiday season, she assumed he wouldn’t find it too Christmassy.


He nodded. “For the adult books. Pink for the kids’ books.”


Ruby turned to the rolls of paper on dispensers behind her and pulled out a piece of eggplant paper large enough to wrap the two adult books together. She centered the books in the middle and started folding one side of paper up to meet the center of the books. After folding the other side of the paper to meet the first, she pressed the creases crisp with her fingernails, then taped it.


“Why are you wrapping it like that?”


Ruby forced a smile while exhaling. What could he possibly have a problem with now? This was literally the standard way of wrapping presents. She wasn’t doing any of those fancy Instagram origami wrapping techniques. “Like what?”


He pointed at the paper. “You folded the tape under itself.”


“Oh, this is gift wrapping the Reid’s way. No visible tape makes for a cleaner look.” He still looked annoyed, so she added, “It’s company policy.”


He didn’t say anything to that and silently watched Ruby finish wrapping the adult books. Who was all this for, anyway? Wife and kid? He wasn’t wearing a ring—it was a habit to check whenever a man came into the store, so she’d know what to show him. Married men tended to buy robes, pajamas, or skin care sets, while unmarried men bought sexier lingerie or fragrances. This man seemed too surly to have a wife and daughter. But what did she know—it was possible he’d found a partner as grumpy as he was. Or it was possible that his grumpiness was only for the outside world, and he treated his family much better.


She really hoped it was the latter. She grew up with a surly, short-tempered father, and she wouldn’t wish it on anyone. Especially the little girl who’d be getting these Fancy Nancy books.


Without asking first, Ruby selected a wide cream ribbon to go with the eggplant paper instead of the gold she would have normally used. The cream seemed less Christmassy. After tying the ribbon in a simple bow (she elected not to add any sprigs of greenery), she moved on to wrapping the child’s gift with the rose gold paper.


“I meant it, I’ll pay for the wrapping service,” he said. “How much is it for the two gifts?” He took out his wallet, and Ruby was surprised to see that it was a quality leather piece. She’d expected a canvas wallet. With Velcro. And also, there was something odd about the way this lumberjack spoke. He was dressed very stereotypical blue-collar Canadian, but he had a slight upper-class cadence, if there was such a thing in Canada. He was probably a generational wealth guy slumming in his denim. Hipster.


Ruby shook her head as she tied the same cream ribbon around the rose gold gift. “No, I insist. It’s the least I can do after you were so kind to help me with my tree.” She added a little pink teddy bear charm to the center of the bow.


“Thank you,” he said. He was still frowning.


“Of course.”


“You’re…” He hesitated. “Different here. You’re much more polite, and not rambling,”


Ruby had to strain not to laugh at that. She flashed her most charming sales associate smile. “I’m at work.” She narrowed her eyes. “But… you prefer me like this, don’t you?” she asked, letting a little hint of flirtation into her voice.


And the expression on his face was the best one yet. Surprised and a little embarrassed. The grump was actually blushing. Interesting. He was flattered by Ruby’s flirting. This guy was, maybe, a tiny bit into her.


Ruby decided she wanted to prolong this interaction. She slid his two gifts across the counter to him. “Would you like me to show you around the store? We have some lovely gift options for any occasion.” She met the man’s eyes. Even considered batting her lashes a bit. Yeah, this guy’s aesthetic wasn’t her usual type at all, but did that matter? She was leaving the country in six weeks. And as grumpy as this lumberjack could be, he was clearly strong. Built. This could be a fun way to end her days in Canada.


He looked at her with those intense dark eyes before nodding slightly, a tiny smile reaching his eyes. “Okay. Show me your store, Ruby.”


The sound of her name on his lips did all sorts of things to her. “Of course,” she said, “follow me.”


She started at the back of the store. Reid’s Holiday didn’t carry a lot of clothes, since the focus was on gift giving, but they did have a small lingerie and sleepwear section since pajamas, robes, and sexy underwear were popular gifts. The mystery man didn’t say much as Ruby pointed out the silk pajamas and stockings. When she showed him a cashmere robe, he reached out to run his fingers lightly over the soft pink fabric. His hands were sexy. Soft-looking, which was surprising, considering he worked in construction.


“It feels decadent, doesn’t it,” Ruby said, letting her own fingers graze the luxurious knit. She’d love to own one of these robes, but she needed to save money for her move. “Anyone would appreciate this robe as a gift. I love fine fabrics against my skin.” She resisted the urge to say bare skin, but she hoped that’s what he was imagining.


He turned to her, his gaze sweeping from her red patent boots to her cream wide-legged trousers and, finally, her fitted red satin wrap blouse, and Ruby was sure she saw some appreciation in his eyes. His hand was still on the robe’s sleeve. “It’s quality cashmere,” he said.


Ruby smiled. The man knew luxury. He liked sensual things. He wasn’t nearly as grumpy as she thought, just quiet and thoughtful with a tiny case of resting grump face.


“We also have a selection of fine fragrances,” she said, guiding him toward the fragrance and skin care counter.


“Oh!” the man said, surprised, “the new Le Labo men’s. I didn’t think it was out yet.”


Ruby beamed. Le Labo was a newer fragrance house. And this new scent totally matched this man’s rugged, manly vibe. “Are you a fragrance enthusiast?”


His brows knit together. “I wouldn’t call myself an enthusiast. I do like cologne, though.”


Still smiling, Ruby went behind the counter and took out the tester bottle of the newest Le Labo release. “I would say liking fine fragrances makes you an enthusiast. This one is sensuous. Let’s see how it reacts with your body chemistry.”


He extended his arm so his wrist peeked out from under his heavy shirt and jacket. And it was a beautiful wrist. His skin was such a warm brown, and so, so smooth. She gave him a small secret smile before spritzing the fragrance on his wrist. When she looked at his face again, he also had a small smile on his lips, mirroring hers.


Their eyes were locked for several seconds while Ruby mentally cheered for herself. She knew this subtle dance well. She and this man were on the same wavelength, each anticipating the other’s actions perfectly. She wasn’t being any more friendly or flirtatious than she was with any customer, but she had no doubt that the grump would be asking for her phone number before leaving Reid’s Holiday today. And despite her misgivings about his temperament the day they met, or about starting a fling right now, Ruby fully intended to give it to him. Chemistry like this shouldn’t be wasted.


“There. Let’s give it a few moments to let it settle,” she said. “This fragrance changes quite a bit as it interacts with your individual skin. In the meantime, can I show you some skin care sets? We have gift sets for both men and women.” The man had some of the nicest skin Ruby had ever seen—maybe he was a skin care enthusiast, too.


But the man’s smile instantly left his face. “No, thank you,” he said curtly.


“Come now, this set is quite popular.” Ruby held up a men’s moisturizer, toner, and night cream set. “I guarantee you will love it. This formula was developed by a well-known designer—”


At that, the man’s Grinchiest Grump in the Winter Market expression returned, guffawing at Ruby’s suggestion that he would love it. Loudly.


Ruby raised a brow. “Not a fan of luxury skin care?”


“Luxury. You mean overpriced, right? I guarantee the cost of that packaging is more than the cost of the ingredients in that formula.” The flirtation was gone from his face.


Ruby’s eyes widened. What happened to them being on the same wavelength? “I assure you, only the best quality ingredients are used—”


He shook his head. “Don’t be so gullible. Those cosmetic conglomerates are gaslighting you to think it’s their multi-hyphen ingredients that are helping your skin instead of good old-fashioned emollients and sun protection.” He waved his hands over the gift sets on the counter. “This is all overpriced, useless crap.”


Ruby exhaled. Gaslighting? Crap? The worst part of his rant was that his voice sounded so posh and snooty now. Yeah, he’d definitely grown up in a better part of the city.


The guy had gone too far. Ruby didn’t take his comment as an insult to the store or to the good people at Lancôme, either. He was insulting her. Ruby was a skin care girlie, and she’d met people like this guy before. People who thought anything that women value—makeup, fine skin care, even adjectives before colors—was worthless. This one was particularly bad, using terms like emollients as if he knew what they meant. He was probably parroting some dudebro he saw on YouTube. Men like this really thought women had little value. Maybe he was the right type to wear a fedora after all. She again felt bad for the little girl whose gift she had just wrapped.


He wasn’t going to ask for her phone number, and if he did, Ruby wouldn’t give it to him. He’d insulted her, the store, and the whole freaking holiday season. Time to get him out. Ruby kept smiling, though, because years of retail had not only given her supple, dewy soft skin, thanks to employee discounts, but also thick skin. “You said your mother taught you never to leave a person struggling. Did she also teach you that if you can’t say anything nice you shouldn’t say anything at all?”


“Oh, come on,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Even a Christmas Cheer Lady like you must admit that the markup on creams and lotions this time of year is ridiculous.” He held up a box from a new line from Paris that was enriched with the essence of juniper berries. “You’re paying a fortune for gimmicks and scents. It’s a rip-off. All you should use is—”


Ruby finally lost her smile. “Don’t should on me, mister,” she said, maintaining her calm and pleasant tone of voice despite wanting to spray him with the worst-smelling men’s cologne in the store before kicking that fine ass out. “You’ve come into my place of work, where I’m trying to earn a living, and insulted things I love. Christmas, luxury gift wrap, and skin care. You even managed to insult the concept of adjectives. I know this season isn’t for everyone, but it’s bringing a hell of a lot of people joy… something a grump like you could honestly use. Now I’m going to have to ask you to leave. I think we can consider any debts repaid and can forget we’ve ever been acquainted. I look forward to hopefully never seeing that grumpy face of yours again.”


The man stared at her for a few moments, gaze shifting from her red lips to her holiday earrings. She couldn’t believe she thought he was into her. He clearly hated everything he saw.


“Apologies,” he said. “Thank you for the gift wrap.” He turned and walked out of the store with his deep eggplant and rose-gold wrapped gifts (with natural cream ribbon) without saying goodbye.


“Good riddance,” Ruby said once he was out of sight in the Winter Market. She hoped the Christmas music playing out there was giving him hives.


“Sooo… who was that?” Jenisha asked as she walked toward Ruby. Her tone made it clear that she hadn’t heard Ruby telling him off. Or hadn’t heard him insult everything she loved.


“That was the most infuriating man I’ve ever met.” She didn’t even get the chance to smell the Le Labo on him.


Jenisha nodded. “Cute, though. How do you know him?”


Ruby shook her head. “I don’t know him. He helped carry my Christmas tree, and I stupidly told him I would wrap a gift for him as payment. He’s a complete ass.”


“Oh!” Jenisha said. “He carried a tree! Thank you for that mental image.”


The door opened then. It was Gwendolyn, the store’s assistant manager. And the expression on her face made it clear she wasn’t in a good mood. Gwendolyn (never Gwen, always Gwendolyn), walked around with the air of someone who didn’t need to be working at all—and spoke to Ruby like Ruby was miles below her, despite Ruby being her literal manager. Ruby was accustomed to working with these kinds of divas—stores like Reid’s attracted a lot of Ladies Who Lunch types who could no longer afford the lifestyle and had to work for a living. Ruby was not going to miss Gwendolyn at all when she left the city in a month.


“Jenisha, Alana Schwartz will be coming in at two for some bespoke gift baskets. Candles and coordinating scents should be pulled beforehand to make her experience streamlined. Ms. Schwartz will be having a half-caf oat latte; put the order in at Sophie’s now, and pick it up at five minutes before two.”


Ruby raised one brow. Seriously? Sending another sales associate to get her customer’s coffee? “Gwendolyn, Jenisha has to stay here for walk-ins, as I also have an appointment at two. And you know it’s your responsibility to prepare for your own customers.”


Gwendolyn exhaled, probably counting to ten under her breath about the fact that the Brown daughter of a seamstress was her superior. She opened the drawer behind the counter. “I cannot find a lint roller. The medical clinic near the day spa is renovating—I was caught in an absolute cloud of dust on my way here. How could the Winter Market allow a business to renovate now? It’s a nuisance.”


Oh. Was that where the surly tree guy was doing his drywall work? There was a small strip of professional offices on the street leading to the Winter Market. They were technically not part of the Distillery District, so it was doubtful the Winter Market organizers could stop the construction.


“I got the best dirt on that place from my friend who works at the spa,” Jenisha said. She was completely unfazed by Gwendolyn trying to use her as her personal assistant. “So, the office was under construction a few months ago, but construction stopped suddenly. Apparently, the doctor who owns it left her husband out of the blue, and he froze their accounts so she couldn’t pay the contractors to finish the job. The husband was caught completely unaware—rumor is that she’s having an affair with a much younger man.”


“Ugh.” Ruby cringed. That was horrible. “But now she’s finishing the construction?”


“Yeah, my friend says the boy-toy has been there every day finishing the work. She has kids, too.” Jenisha shook her head.


“It’s a terrible time to split up a family like that,” Gwendolyn said. “At Christmas!”


Ruby frowned. That reminded her of Nadim’s friend. Could it be the same doctor? “Do you know the doctor’s name?”


“Dr. Hashim or Hakim or something like that.”


Ruby exhaled. Sounded like Jasmine Hakim. But Reena said she was a complete sweetheart—would she cheat on her husband with a younger man?


Oh! Was she having an affair with the tree-carrying grump? The younger man who was finishing construction at her practice? Did Ruby just wrap gifts for Jasmine and her twins from her affair partner?


This complicated things. But Ruby remembered Nadim saying it was the husband who was the asshole in the breakup. The whole situation sounded messy. Normally, Ruby preferred to stay far away from that kind of drama, but she still wanted to get to know Jasmine to eventually get an introduction to her sister and father in the UK. “I think she’s a friend of a friend,” Ruby said. “I should introduce myself.”


This cheating or heartbroken physician could be the ticket to making Ruby and her mother’s dreams come true. Ruby was more determined than ever to take hold of the connection and make it work for her. Even if it meant more contact with the grumpy tree-carrying guy.
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