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      To my grandmother, who introduced me to The Nutcracker. I’m not sure she would appreciate my medium, but whatever.
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        Clara

        I love my life—as a food and travel blogger, I make my own hours, work all over the world, and don’t have a single regret. The cherry on top is flying home to New York City to celebrate the holidays with my family—and Nash. 

      

        

      
        He’s my best friend with benefits and was just named the sexiest billionaire bachelor of the year. He’s all mine—for now. But someday, Nash is going to break my heart.

      

        

      
        Nash

        Clara can have her cake—whether it’s pavlova, mochi, or tres leches—and eat it, too.

      

        

      
        I have twenty-four hours to convince her that she can have everything she wants right here in the city—including me.

      

        

      
        Enjoy this steamy holiday rom-com while listening to Tchaikovsky for the full experience.
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      It was a goddamn Christmas miracle. I am a goddamn Christmas miracle.

      Three flights, two delays, forty-eight hours of travel time, one spilled coffee, a sprint across CDG airport, and I made it to New York City.

      The doorman sends me up in the elevator to Uncle D’s penthouse apartment. What is normally a brightly lit space is nearly pitch black—it’s four am on Christmas morning, and Uncle D’s floor-to-ceiling windows are opaque, blocking the ever-present lights of the big city. The Christmas tree isn’t even lit up, although I can see the dark shape of it sulking in the corner.

      I glide in, the wheels of my suitcase smoothly following behind me. Dad and Uncle D are surely asleep, and I don’t want to wake them. Uncle D is fastidious about his sleep, claiming that eight hours a night is going to help him work his magic. What magic that is, since he’s practically retired now, I don’t know.

      But there is one person sleeping here that I don’t mind waking. I leave my luggage by the door, gently setting down my backpack next to it and slipping my shoes off. I walk in the opposite direction from Dad and Uncle D’s room toward the west wing of the penthouse. This side is more familiar to me; one of these bedrooms will be mine for a few days, my home in New York while I celebrate the holidays with my family. But the other bedroom is even more familiar—Nash’s room.

      I gently turn the knob on the door, the soft glow from the flashlight on my phone illuminating a dark shape on the bed. I leave it on just long enough to make out the edge, Nash’s dark head of hair peeking out from under the white comforter. Nash’s bedding must be new because the last time I was here, it was navy.

      The door closes with a soft click. I tiptoe over the mattress, resting a knee on the bed, and then carefully crawling up.

      “Hey, baby,” I say gently. The body shifts next to me. Nash has always been a light sleeper, even with the blackout windows and high-end bed that he keeps now.

      I lean down closer. “I finally made it. Want to welcome Christmas in the naughty way?”

      Nash raises up, and I can barely see anything, but I bet he’s got the adorable, grumpy, and sleepy face that he gets when he’s been woken up. I know it pretty well after nine years of booty calls, and I know that Nash, when he fully wakes up, will be thrilled to see me, and even more thrilled with the wake-up call.

      My voice turns playful, and I give the sheets a little tug. “Come on, Nash, wakey, wakey. We have a few hours before my dads wake up.”

      The grip on the sheets turns firm, and a voice I definitely did not expect answers me.

      “Clara?” the man in bed says to me.

      “Dad?”
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      I whistle “Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairies” as Frank opens the door to the building for me. I’m about to spend Christmas with some of my favorite people in the world; my mentor and boss, Uncle D, his husband Craig, and their daughter Clara. Hell, I’m even happy to see Clara’s brother Fritz and his family, even though Fritz and I don’t get along.

      “Merry Christmas, Frank,” I say.

      He tips his cap at me, his old-school white gloves firmly gripping the shiny bill. “Merry Christmas, Nash. Clara got in early and I expect Fritz and company are minutes behind you.”

      “I suspect so, too,” I say, taking an envelope out of my pocket. I’m sure Uncle D tips the building staff well during the holidays, but I’ve known Frank for years, known his wife and kids, too. It would be weird not to give him a bonus, even if I don’t live here anymore. “Tell Alison and the kids Merry Christmas,” I say.

      “Thank you, sir,” he says, eyebrows shooting up in surprise.

      The elevator is quick to come, and I press the button for Uncle D’s penthouse as the doors close.

      I inspect my reflection in the stainless steel as the elevator shoots up. Clara and I used to have fun competing for the most outlandish pajamas to wear on Christmas day, and this year I’ve gone a little over the top. I found a set that illustrates Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer, with an elderly woman holding a mug of beer and Santa cracking his whip over the team of reindeer. The background is bright blue, making the pajamas garish and hard to miss.

      Now that Fritz’s kids are old enough to pick out their own pajamas, the tradition has grown to include the whole family. Though I don’t think Fritz’s wife, Whitney, will be pleased with me for having to explain the song to her kids.

      I’ve been celebrating Christmas with my boss’s family for nine years. It’s hard to think of Rolf, the man I, and his family, affectionately call Uncle D, as my boss, especially now that he’s been easing into retirement. But he is still my boss.

      And Clara, his stepdaughter, is the woman I’ve loved for the past few years. It’s been hard, though: in college, Clara started a food and travel blog, and after graduation, armed with a journalism degree, Clara went full time, traveling the world and leaving us—especially me—behind.

      I’m not bitter about it. Clara’s fulfilling a dream her mother never got to pursue. But god, I miss her every day, and I’m excited to see her today. Excited and nervous because I have plans for us to do something completely different.

      The elevator opens right into the penthouse, and I step in, taking my boots off at the rack in the foyer. “Hello?” I call. The space is quiet, the ding of the elevator having announced my arrival.

      There’s a moment of silence, one that feels heavy for a reason I can’t fathom, and then Uncle D calls back, “In the kitchen.”

      I shed my coat and sweater before wandering in, but the tension in the room is thick and makes me pause. Clara, still in her athleisure wear from the flight, is perched on a barstool, looking like she would rather be anywhere else, while Uncle D and her father stand across the kitchen island. Both of them are white men in their fifties, and while Craig has a full head of dark hair with gray sprinkled into his beard and sideburns, Rolf keeps his balding head cropped close. A frown and lines of concern at the corner of his eyes mar Craig’s features. Uncle D is in a familiar stance, supportive and clearly on his husband’s side, but not wanting to interfere with parenting.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      They all have coffee mugs in front of them, partially full but cold and ignored.

      “You’re sleeping with my daughter?” Craig volleys back.

      Well, I thought I was nervous before.

      I glance at Clara, and though I’m guessing she’s been traveling for a very long time and hasn’t showered or slept in a while, she’s beautiful. Her sandy-blonde hair is up in a ponytail, her face bare, and she’s nervously chewing on her lip.

      As a programmer, my brain is used to seeing options and playing the what-if game. This is a variable I hadn’t seen coming. Will this help my plan or hurt it? I don’t have time to think about it, but the question in front of me only has one right answer.

      I raise an eyebrow, checking with Clara before I open my mouth. Truth?

      She gives me a subtle nod, and I stand next to her, an arm going around her shoulder and our bodies touching. She leans into me slightly, and the thrill of this somewhat-public acknowledgment settles me.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “The last time you called me ‘sir’ was when you first moved in with us. Were you sleeping together then?”

      “No, sir.”

      Craig looks like he wants to ask questions—a lot of questions—but I hope he doesn’t ask what this is between us. I haven’t lied to Uncle D and Craig since I was nineteen when Uncle D discovered that I hadn’t told them about my parents kicking me out. I promised I would never lie to him again, and I haven’t. I held up my end of the bargain, and he held up his, becoming my safe space, my shelter when I didn’t have anywhere else to go.

      If he asks what this is between us, what my intentions are with his daughter, I’ll have to tell him one of two truths.

      I could tell him that I’ve been fucking Clara behind his back, casually, for nearly a decade.

      Or I could confess that I’m in love with Clara when she isn’t ready to hear it.

      Uncle D places a hand on Craig’s shoulder and squeezes. His smile is supportive, and while he doesn’t say that he knew . . . I bet he knew.

      “Okay,” Craig says on a deep breath out. “Okay. I just wish you had told us about this instead of hiding your relationship. It feels like you don’t trust us. And to find out this way is just jarring.”

      “Dad—” Clara starts but is interrupted by the dinging of the elevator arriving. Fritz and his family are here, abbreviating our conversation and swinging us back into Christmas mode.

      When the elevator doors open in the small foyer, it’s a flurry of kids. Normally, they’re already excited to see their grandparents but add in Christmas, and it’s a whole different kind of mayhem, the kind that only four-year-old kids can bring.

      We brace ourselves as the twins come screaming down the hall toward the pile of presents under the tree. They’re in their PJs, but we’ve always done presents here, so they’ve had to wait so long to open gifts.

      “This one! Me first!” Molly shouts, and Fritz, Clara’s younger brother, drops a diaper bag on the floor.

      “No presents yet,” Whitney says. “Say hello to Grandpa and Pop-Pop first. And Auntie Clara, you remember her?”

      Uncle D, or Pop-Pop as the kids call him, squats down to give Molly and Ricky hugs.

      Craig, aka Grandpa, follows, and they take turns exclaiming over the twins’ wacky Christmas pajamas.

      “What is that?” Craig points at the brown lump wearing a Santa hat on Ricky’s pajama bottoms.

      “Poop!” Ricky shouts, as pleased as a four-year-old can be.

      “Mine is a T-rex!” Molly’s not to be outdone.

      “Whitney!” Clara says and hugs her sister-in-law awkwardly while Whitney has Benny, the five-month-old, strapped to her chest.

      Clara’s hug with Fritz is less comfortable. I suspect it has to do with me: when I moved in with Craig and Uncle D, Fritz was still in high school. He thought I’d be his sidekick and we’d get in trouble together, but I was more interested in the work Uncle D was offering me, and Fritz’s favorite taunts quickly became calling me a suck-up and brown nose.

      While he works for Heartly, he’s stagnated the past few years, neither willing to put in the work or strike out on his own. He’s not as close to us, and most holidays are spent with Whitney’s family—except Christmas, because Whitney’s family is Jewish.

      And because this is the one reliable time of year Clara is in town.

      We’re also not that close because . . . Fritz is a dick.

      “Ricky, you remember your Auntie Clara, right?” Whitney asks.

      Last time Clara was visiting, Ricky was going through a shy phase, and while he’d seen Clara just two months prior, little kids’ memories don’t have that kind of longevity at that age. He’d barely interacted with her, and I had seen in the set of Clara’s mouth and the dull of her blue eyes that it bothered her.

      “We look at her pictures online?” Whitney presses.

      Molly stands in front of Clara and gives her a critical look. Her eyes widen. “MOM! Clara’s not wearing pajamas! You said she would be wearing pajamas!”

      “For fuck’s sake,” Fritz mutters under his breath, loud enough to be heard by all of us, and Whitney immediately reprimands him for it. He rolls his eyes. “I knew this was a bad idea.”

      “Sweetie, we talked about this.” Whitney bends down over Molly, who’s in full meltdown mode, screaming. “It’s a family tradition, and that’s why you had to wear the pajamas.”

      Molly’s screeching is at epic levels, and Clara starts backing toward the hallway.

      “I just came in from the airport. I haven’t even put my stuff in my room.” She grabs the handle of her rolling bag. “Don’t worry, Molly, I’m going to go put my pajamas on right now.” She disappears down the west wing hallway.

      Craig distracts the kids by showing them his new pajamas—a Where’s Waldo holiday theme. This definitely works, and the kids
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