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COLIN MURPHY IS THE CEO of Murphy Inc and is a workaholic. Christmas, or any holiday in face, doesn't mean much to him. When his business trip travel plans get interrupted by a freak snowstorm, he’s forced to find a way home by other means.

Abigail Thompson can’t wait for this year to be over. After losing her job, her boyfriend and apartment, she’s ready to go home for a much-needed break and to regroup. But when her plane is grounded because of a snow storm, she has to find another way. She makes her way to the car rentals only to find the last car has just been given to a tall dark sexy man. Definitely not Santa, his name is Colin Murphy. When Colin finds out they’re head in the same direction, he offers her a lift. It’s nearly Christmas afterall.

What should be an easy 8-hour drive turns into 2 days of mishaps and mayhem.

She knows every Christmas song off by heart, even though she can’t carry a turn. She’s happy, he’s a real Christmas Grinch. Will this unplanned fiasco be the start of something magical?
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Colin

“Hello, folks. This is your captain speaking. I’ve just gotten word of a massive snowstorm brewing right in our path.”

I groaned, shutting my laptop and began packing up my things. I knew this drill, and I knew what was going to happen. All electronics needed to be put away, all chairs needed to be upright, and all trays needed to be in the correct position.

Which was distressing, because I’d just ordered my hot towel and a fine glass of wine.

“This snowstorm is grounding all flights to their nearest airports,” the captain said. “As it stands now, Wichita, Kansas is our current destination.”

Of course, this would happen. Of all the days for this to occur, it had to happen just before the biggest business meeting of the year. I’d been hard at work, trying to get some last-minute pieces put together for the presentation that would alter the course of my company’s future, and it was about to be obliterated by some snowflakes.

“When you disembark the plane, please head to the counter to rearrange your flight schedule. I apologize for this inconvenience, but safety comes first. Please move your seats into the upright position, fold up your trays, and buckle your seatbelts.”

Wichita, Kansas. Was this pilot kidding? That was easily a ten-hour drive from my final destination, and that was without the snow. My entire body tightened as the plane started descending, and suddenly, I forgot about the glass of wine and the hot towel. 

Flying first class got you some benefits, but apparently, arriving at your final destination wasn’t one of them.

I was preparing a presentation for my Minneapolis firm regarding an expansion project I wanted to fulfill. Murphy Inc. was on the brink of successfully merging both the Chinese market and the U.S. market. For the longest time, the two markets operated separately from one another, without ever realizing their full potential as a mass conglomerate market for consumer products. Part of the issue was the stringent business policies of the Chinese culture, but part of it was simply because everyone saw them as competition. The Chinese market had been growing substantially over the past five years, yet no one was tapping into their potential.

Until I did.

I created a start-up in my garage that enabled the two markets to come together and target the same audience. I was able to reach over the table and introduce ideas to the Eastern world that had never been seen before. Simple things like wine competitions and outdoor concert venues were unheard of in Chinese culture until just a few years ago. This began a mass exodus of people all over the world descending into the Chinese marketplace in an attempt to snag a bit of the profits they could drum up.

But it wasn’t until I created my online platform that the two marketplaces could reach out to one another for help.

At first, it was a simple website to ask for help. I coerced business magnates to post videos and blogs with their advice for budding entrepreneurs, and I found that those entrepreneurs were wanting to ask questions. I opened the online forum for discussions between the two worlds and quickly found that most of the young entrepreneurs were attempting to establish themselves throughout China, Japan, and Taiwan.

Now, five years later, I had created a multibillion-dollar business by simply giving people a way to access information they needed from those who had been successful before them. Young entrepreneurs would come to my website and post their ideas, find potential investors, and even begin planning meetings on how they could blossom in the Chinese marketplace. Then, young entrepreneurs who wanted to establish China’s culture in the U.S. marketplace could reach back and do the same. It was a phenomenal plan that took off from my garage, and now, I was in the process of convincing the whole of my Minneapolis firm to join me in an expansion.

An expansion into the European marketplace.

But now, all of that was jeopardized. Now, I was pushing up against my deadline. Now, I wasn’t sure if I was going to make it to the meeting I had set up, much less to the charity ball that was supposed to occur afterward. I could feel my jaw growing taut with anger as we descended into Wichita, Kansas, and I knew what I had to do when I disembarked.

I had to give my right-hand man a call, just in case I didn’t make it on time.

I wasn’t about to reschedule my flight. I’d been down that path before. It would take them hours to reschedule it, and then they wouldn’t be able to put me on a flight until the storm had subsided. Nope. I wasn’t putting myself through that hell again. I was going to head straight for the car rental kiosk and drive the next ten hours into Minneapolis.

Then, I could get a hotel, prepare for this meeting, and expand into another marketplace that would surely need our help with the political moves they had just made.

I had to make it to this event. My CFO could carry the meeting if necessary, but the charity ball had been my fucking idea. If I didn’t show up for it, it would be detrimental to my company’s image. Everything I’d worked tirelessly for would go up in flames, and all because of some stupid, first-class plane flight that couldn’t even get me home.

When the plane finally landed, I unbuckled my seatbelt and gathered all my things. I was more than ready to get off this plane. If I grabbed myself a strong cup of coffee somewhere, I was sure I could drive out from underneath this storm before it trapped me here.

And the last thing I needed was to be trapped in Kansas.

I made my way toward the exit when a rush of air passed me by. I was hit in the face by a flutter of brown hair before the woman in question stumbled. She crashed into a flight attendant, almost knocking her over. The clumsy woman muttered a pathetic apology before she tore out of the runway exit. 

I rolled my eyes. Just because someone was in a hurry didn’t mean they could throw decorum out the window.

The great thing about traveling was that I get used to living off very little. I didn’t have to worry about gathering up excess luggage at the baggage claim. All I needed was to head to the car rental kiosk. I got my CFO on the phone and told him about my predicament, letting him know I would send him my last-minute notes when I could hook up to the internet. I reassured him I would make it to the charity ball no matter what, but I didn’t want him to assume I would make it to the meeting.

This meeting was too important for the future of my company to base its success on assumptions.

I hung up my phone and got in line at the rental kiosk. There was a familiar woman standing in front of me, talking quite loudly with the man at the desk. She kept asking him question after question, interrupting him before he could answer.

Apparently, manners were not this woman’s forte.

“I can help whoever’s next,” the other attendant at the kiosk announced.

“Ah, yes,” I said. “I will need a car.”

“Any particular kind?” she asked.

“As nice as they come,” I said. “I’ll be traveling all the way to Minneapolis.”

While I dug out my license, however, the woman’s voice beside me continued to increase in volume.

“Please, I just need the cheapest car you have,” she said.

“Ma’am, this card’s been declined. Do you have another?”

“Do you have proof of insurance?” the woman asked me.

“Ah, yes, I do,” I said. “Just give me a second.”

“This is some crazy weather we’re about to get,” the attendant said to me. “Very unlike Kansas.”

“I wouldn’t know,” I said. “This is my first time in this state.”

“Oh, are you staying for a spell?” she asked.

Was she kidding? I was renting a car and headed to Minneapolis. I wasn’t up for small talk, and I wasn’t prepared to hear this woman’s life story while she rang me up for a car. All I wanted was to get on the road, get to a place that had reliable internet access, and get my CFO what he needed for the meeting.

Why was that such a hard task?”

“Ma’am, this card’s been declined, too,” the male attendant said to the rude woman.

“Are you kidding me?!” she asked.

I looked over at the frazzled woman with the head of brown hair and shook my head. Maybe if she stopped spending all her money on those expensive hair treatments and that beautiful coat she had on, she’d be able to afford her own emergencies. It was people like that who made my skin crawl. People who recklessly spent their money and wasted their time and then complained about not having things when they needed them the most.

“Well, Mr. Murphy, you are in luck,” the woman at the desk said. “I thought I recognized you, by the way.”

She winked at me, and it took all I had not to groan in her face.

“And why am I in luck?” I asked.

“Because there is one luxury car left,” she said. “Well, one car left completely after our last customer. It’s a 2017 Porsche Cayenne. Fully loaded with heated seats to get you through this chilly weather. Does that sound acceptable?” 

“Sounds just fine,” I said. “I’ll need it for a week.”

“Let me just enter all this information into the computer and—”

“What do you mean there aren’t any cars left?!” the woman beside me yelled.

I whipped my gaze over at her, and her face was now planted into the man’s desk. She looked like she was two ticks away from crying, and it was all I could do not to speak up and say something to her. Did she not realize the bother she was being? The absolute least she could do was own up to her monetary mistakes that got her here and take her hysterics somewhere else where no one would be bothered.

If she wasn’t going to willingly maintain decorum, she didn’t have to subject the rest of us to her antics.

“I’m very sorry, ma’am,” the man said as he handed her back her card.

I felt sorry for him, in all honesty. He looked beyond uncomfortable. There was a grown woman practically melting into his desk, like her world had just ended, and there was nothing he could do about it. I listened as the woman typed up my information into her computer. Then, I signed a few signatures before she handed me the keys.

And just as they hit the palm of my hand, the woman at my side burst into tears.

“Please, there’s gotta be something,” the woman said.

“There’s nothing,” the man said. “Not even in our luxury car department.”

“So, I’m just stuck here?!” she asked.

“Where are you headed, sweetheart?” my clerk asked.

I picked up my things and started to head away from the desk. I needed to get out of this situation and away from that hysterical woman. She was grating on my nerves, with her tears and her cards and her hair that whipped around in everyone’s face. My nose was still burning from where she whacked me with it earlier, and all I wanted was for my ass to hit those heated seats before I settled into the ten-hour drive ahead of me.

But her answer stopped me in my tracks.

“Burnsville, Minnesota,” she said.

I looked over at the woman behind the desk, and she shot me a smile. Oh, no. I knew what she was thinking. All that idiotic Christmas cheer was filling her cheeks. I hated this time of year. I hated how people were guilted into doing nice things for complete strangers for the sake of a holiday. If someone wanted to do something nice for someone else, they had eleven other months in the year to flex their charitable limbs as well.

“Well, with it being Christmas and all, maybe there’s someone here that wouldn’t mind sharing his vehicle,” the woman said.

I wanted to burn a hole between her eyes for the position she was putting me in.

I could feel the woman’s eyes on me. Those big, brown doe eyes that matched her dark brown hair. The man behind the counter was looking at me, his lips curled up into a little hairpin grin. I could tell he recognized me by the way his eyes began to sparkle, and I realized I’d been cornered.

If I refused to help this woman, it would be yet another thing that reflected badly on my company.

Holy hell, I hated the holidays.

“Hi,” the woman said, sniffling. “I’m Abby.”

“Colin Murphy,” I said.

“Are you going in the direction of Minnesota, by any chance?”

Her voice was light and breathy, and I wasn’t sure if it was intentional or not. It sounded innocent, but I had no idea if it was a ruse she was trying to put on. The last thing I needed was to be dragging someone along with me who couldn’t even financially keep themselves afloat. What was I supposed to do? Feed her and change her diaper as well?

“I am,” I said, sighing.

“Would it be possible for me to catch a ride with you?” she asked.

Everything inside of me screamed “No.” The kiosk clerks’ eyes were on me, and the woman was staring with her massive brown eyes, and all I wanted to do was turn around and get in my car. All of this talking and doing nice things for completely incompetent strangers was delaying my ability to get ahead of the storm, and if I didn’t leave soon, I would be caught in it.

But if I told this woman no, my Grinch-like nature would be front page news, and the meeting wouldn’t mean a damn thing.

No one wanted to do business with someone who hated people on the holidays, and that was exactly how the media would spin it.

“Where in Minnesota are you headed?” I asked.

“Burnsville,” the woman said. “But you can drop me off anywhere. Even if I could just get to the border of the state, I could catch a taxi or something.”

Burnsville. Of course, she’d be heading to a town that was practically on the way to Minneapolis. It would be nothing for me to drop her off in the area to which she was going, but that meant I had to put up with her attitude and her presence for the next ten hours.

Was that something I could do? Did I even have a choice at this point?

“Please?” she asked. “I won’t be a bother. I promise.”

I knew that was a lie, but I could see the faces of the clerks changing. The man was already on his phone and typing out something, and alarm bells started going off in my head.

I had to salvage the situation before it got any worse.

“I’ll give you a ride,” I said, faking a smile. “Burnsville is on the way to Minneapolis. So it’ll be fine.” 

“Oh, my gosh. Are you serious? Thank you!”

She ran at me and threw her arms around me, holding me close. I stiffened. I didn’t do physical contact. Nope, nope, nope. I stood there and tried to back away from her, clutching the car keys as well as my carry-on bag. With my laptop slung across my body and my coat wrapped around my body, I smiled at the two clerks while the woman gathered her things.

She kept dropping her stuff while she walked behind me, and all I could do was groan.

She was loud, she was clumsy, and she was a hugger.

This was going to be a long trip.
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Abby

I could not believe this man actually said yes. I was beyond relieved he was going to let me ride with him to Minnesota. Life had been throwing me curveball after curveball for the last few months, and I was almost ready to melt into a puddle on the floor. I gathered up my things and tried to keep up with him, but his long stride put him farther and farther ahead of me.

His shoulders were stiff, and his jaw was tense. His hand was white-knuckling the bag he was carrying. He was uptight, to say the least, and way too serious for his own good. I followed him as quickly as I could while he led us to the car, and I couldn’t help but giggle as he opened the trunk.

The car itself was luxurious, but the way he simply slid his stuff into the trunk was telling of the way he lived his life. Everything had a place and every action had a purpose. I came around behind him and slung my things in, toppling one of his bags over before I reached to close the trunk.

“Maybe we could try being a bit easier with things,” he said.

His voice was dark. Smooth, but dark. He had jet black hair, and blue eyes that sang a different tune from the rest of his body. They sparkled, even in the dimness of the snowstorm threatening to swallow us whole, and I watched him scoot my things off to the side before he propped his bag back up.

“Would you like a prop to make sure your things don’t slide around?” I asked, grinning.

He scoffed and shook his head.

“Well, Colin. Would you like me to drive? I happen to be an excellent driver in the snow.”

He turned his gaze toward me, and I could tell he wasn’t amused. He reached up with his long arm and shut the trunk before wrapping around to the driver’s side of the car. I shook my head at him and grinned, taking in how rigid he was in his everyday life.

“I’ll take that as a ‘no,’” I said.

I bounced around to the other side of the car and got on in. He was cranking things up and fiddling with buttons, like this was the car he’d been driving all his life. I pulled off my bright yellow scarf and unbuttoned my orange coat. By the time we were pulling out of the airport parking lot, my ass was heating up.

“Oh, these are those fancy seats,” I said. “Keeps my bum all toasty warm.”

“Yes,” he said. “Toasty warm.”

We rode for the first few minutes in silence. Even though the seat was hot underneath my legs, his cold demeanor shivered me to my bones. His face was stoic while he stared out of the windshield of the car, and I started wondering about the man. Who he was. What he did for a living. What happened to him in another lifetime to make him feel like he had to walk with a stick up his ass. Maybe he was one of those people you had to get to know. Someone with layers to peel back before that smile I knew was hiding underneath that glare came to life.

But before I could start up a conversation, we were pulling into a gas station.

“The car tank should be full,” I said as I leaned over. “Want me to call the rental company?”

I looked up at him, and his gaze was already hard on my face. I quickly sat up in my seat, watching as he slid out of the car. I guessed he wasn’t much of a talker, which meant we probably wouldn’t get to know each other very well. But that wasn’t my fault. He was the one not playing nice.

He left me sitting in the car without asking me if I wanted anything, and I shook my head. What kind of rude man would offer me a ride and then not give a damn about anything else? Was he trying to save face for the people working at the car kiosk? What did those people mean to him? I sat back and sighed, allowing my eyes to close while the warmth of the seat gave me pause to take off my coat.

I needed to relax. I needed to unwind. I needed to see the good in things.

The past few months had been rough, and I was ready to get away from it all. People who I thought loved me were nothing more than assholes. I lost my roommate and the only friend I’d ever made over the years. The career I worked hard for was lying in shreds on the floor, and now?

Now, I was useless.

I watched out the window while the clouds began to cover up what was left of the dying sun. Winter didn’t look good on a state like Kansas, and I was ready to be home. Winter and powdery snow looked glorious on my childhood home. I loved waking up to the smell of fresh powder sitting on my outside windowsill. I adored running around in it, spinning around until I fell down and soaked my clothes with it. My favorite memories of home were snowball fights with my mother while Dad made his famous, homemade hot chocolate, complete with multicolored marshmallows melting on top.

The door ripping open pulled me from my thoughts, and the smell of coffee wafted up my nostrils. Oh, what I wouldn’t give for a hot cup of coffee right now. But because of the life decision I’d made and the idiots I’d trusted, I had no money to my name. Not even enough to afford gas station coffee.

“Ready?” he asked.

“As I’ll ever be,” I said, sighing.

He shifted gears and pulled out onto the road, and soon, the tension filled the car again. I looked over at him, studying the way he drove. He even drove as rigidly as he looked. His hands were at ten and two on the steering wheel, white-knuckling it while he drove exactly the speed limit. His black hair was parted perfectly to the side and swooped away from his forehead, enhancing the harshness of his gaze, despite the boyish charm of his bright, blue eyes.

I bet if I could make him smile, they would glisten with Christmas joy.

“So, who’s waiting for you on the other end of this trip?” I asked.

He flickered his gaze over toward me but didn’t say a word.

“My parents are waiting for me,” I said. “They’re excited. I always come home to spend Christmas with them.”

And still, there was nothing.

“Who do you spend Christmas with?” I asked.

“I don’t,” he said.

“You don’t what?”

“Spend Christmas,” he said.

“You don’t spend Christmas with anyone?” I asked.

“No. I don’t celebrate it.”

“You... you don’t celebrate Christmas?” I asked, giggling. “Are you serious?” 

His face remained stoic, and his lips didn’t budge.

“Who in the world doesn’t celebrate Christmas?” I asked.

“More than half the people in the world,” he said. “And me.”

“Ah, so you do have a bit of humor in you?”

“No, you asked a question, and I answered it,” he said.

“Of course,” I said, nodding. “Well, Burnsville’s where I grew up. My parents have lived there all their lives. Went to high school together and married the moment they graduated.”

I looked over at him to give him time to offer up anything about his life, but all he did was stare out the window.

“I’m actually coming from California, though,” I said. “San Diego. You?” 

I heard him sigh, and then, he finally relented. He finally offered up something about himself.

“Same,” he said.

It wasn’t much, but it was something.

“What were you doing in San Diego?” I asked.

“Business.”

“What kind of business are you in?”

I watched his brow furrow deeply, like I’d just stepped on the tail of his favorite kitty or something. He refused to answer the question, and I sighed, allowing my gaze to drift out the window for a bit.

“Would you mind if I called my parents?” I asked. “You know, to update them on my travel plans?” 

“Sure,” he said.

“Great. Thanks.”

I held out my hand for his cellphone, and he looked at me like I was an idiot. He quickly turned his sights back onto the road while I wiggled my fingers, but when he didn’t relent, I had to start talking again.

“Look, I know talking’s not your thing and all, but if you keep making me explain everything, I’m not gonna shut up,” I said.

“Why are you holding your hand out?” he asked.

“My phone died on the plane,” I said. “I need to borrow yours.” 

He groaned before he clenched his jaw, but he finally dug his phone out and dropped it into my hand.

“Wow, is this a fully-loaded phone, too?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said plainly. “Because I use it for business purposes, too.”

I looked down at his phone in my hand, and I got an idea. If he wasn’t going to tell me much about him, then I could just Google him. Hell, you could Google anyone nowadays in order to figure out a little bit about them, and this Colin Murphy guy was practically forcing my hand!

So, I punched in his name to see what came up.

“Whoa,” I said.

“Hmm?” he asked.

“You’re really something, aren’t you?” I asked.

He looked over at me with that same furrowed brow, and I turned his phone around to him. There were numerous pictures of him, along with his business information, and he looked at me as if my head had popped off. I smiled and went back to scrolling through things, reading out headlines to him while he drove.

“‘Internet mogul stitches together markets.’ ‘Young entrepreneur to rewire the stock market.’ ‘Colin Murphy, the Jeff Bezos of international marketing.’”

“You can stop now,” he said.

“I don’t know, some of these are pretty cheeky. Oh, here’s a good one: ‘Steamy sexy Colin Murphy steps out in casualwear.’ Sounds like someone’s got a crush on your loafers.”

His grip on the steering wheel got tighter and tighter, and all I could do was giggle.

“You seem pretty well off,” I said.

“Uh huh.”

“What exactly do you do?” I asked. “Do you own a company or something?”

“Yep.”

“What does your company do?”

“Stuff,” he said.

“Stuff. Sounds lucrative, this ‘stuff.’ Here, it says your net worth is... Yikes. That’s a lot of zeros.”

I looked over at him while we were driving, and for just a split second, I thought I could see the faintest shadow of a grin cross his cheeks.

And I was right. His eyes did sparkle when it happened.

“Well, you’re doing well for being so young,” I said. “You’re what, my age? Twenty-six?”

“You’re twenty-six?” he asked.

“It’s never polite to ask a woman her age. Didn’t your mother teach you any manners?”

Instantly, I saw his face grow cold again. His knuckles reattached to the steering wheel like he was driving for his life, and I felt the car slow back down into the speed limit it should’ve been at for the highway we were driving on.

“I need to pay attention,” he said.

“That’s fine. I need to call my parents anyway.”

“Like you said you would.”

“Yep, and don’t go stalking me now that you have my home phone number,” I said, grinning.

I punched in my mother’s phone number and held the phone to my ear while Colin went back to concentrating on the road. I listened to the phone ring, and when she picked up on the other end, I could already feel myself getting giddy. I couldn’t wait to wrap my arms around my mother. I couldn’t wait to bury my face into the crook of my father’s neck. All I had left of my life was in the bags I managed to stow away on the plane ride, and I hadn’t yet broken the news to my parents.

The news that I was coming home to stay for a while.

“Hello?” my mother answered.

“Mom, hey!” I said, smiling. “It’s me.” 

“Oh, sweetheart! How are you? Oh my gosh, has your plane landed already?”

“No, the plane actually had to land a bit early. That’s what I wanted to tell you. There’s a snowstorm that forced the plane to land in Kansas.”

“Oh my gosh, you’re in Kansas?” my mother asked.

“I am. I’m in a rental car now, driving toward you guys, but I won’t be there for another nine or so hours.”

“Drive careful, sweetie. And, keep us posted, Abs. We can’t wait to see you for Christmas!”

I felt a knot brewing in my throat, and I had to swallow hard in order to speak normally to my mother.

“I can’t wait to see you guys, too,” I said.
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Colin

I honestly didn’t think that woman would ever get off the phone with her mother. They kept laughing and talking about Christmas traditions. Something about homemade hot chocolate and putting colors in it or something. I was trying my hardest to concentrate on the road, but her voice was grating on my ears. It was high-pitched and squealing, and her laughter was boisterous. She snorted when she got going, and it only added to the annoyance she caused me. By the time she hung up the phone, I was ready to pull this car over and pay for a cab to take her the rest of the way.

“Thanks,” she said as she handed my phone back to me.

I took it from her and put it away. My eyes looked up at the sky as I drove. The clouds continued to gather and darken, promising a storm of epic proportions. I was driving as fast as I could down the highway, but the last thing I needed was a speeding ticket. This woman’s antics had held me up at the airport longer than I needed to be, and now, I wasn’t sure if I was going to beat the storm at all.

Of course, she would continue to be a pain in my ass.

She’d talked to her mother for at least fifteen minutes. Hell, I never even talked to my mother that long. With every exit I passed by, I wondered if I could drop her off. Just pull into a gas station, leave her, and call a cab to come pick her up. Her feet were propped up on the dashboard, and she was fiddling with the radio station. I saw an approaching exit, and I pulled into the farthest right-hand lane.

But then a Christmas song came on, and she started singing.

It was the most awful rendition of “Have Yourself A Merry Little Christmas” I’d ever heard, but it reminded me of the time of year it was. To me, it was the busiest time of the year. The time I really threw myself into work and prepared for the coming year. It was a time for me to make important calls and set important meetings and wrap up all the paperwork necessary for the coming tax season.

But for people like Abby, it was a time of celebration and vacations. A time of smiles and relief.

So, I got back over into the fast lane and kept cruising on up the highway.

People might call me a Grinch. They might call me Scrooge or anti-Christmas or whatever other types of names they could come up with for people who didn’t celebrate the holidays. I might get weird looks from people when I told them I didn’t celebrate, and I might have to deal with their rants about their own Christmas traditions, but that didn’t make me a heartless person.

I wasn’t cruel. I just didn’t celebrate Christmas.

The Christmas music kept droning on and on, and she seemed to know the words to every song that came on. Of course, she would. Why wouldn’t she at this point? It was just another way to grate on my nerves. My hands were gripping the steering wheel so hard they were aching, but what was I going to do? I wasn’t going to leave her stranded in the middle of nowhere, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to risk opening my mouth and prompt her to continue asking me questions.

So, I tolerated her horrendous singing while I raced up the highway.

Each and every song that came on was louder than the last. “Silent Night” and “Jingle Bells” filled my car, and I could feel my body aching with the need for silence. I continued sipping my coffee and tried to take my mind off things, but the moment I heard a familiar song strike itself up on the radio, I turned it off.

I was not about to listen to that woman try to belt out the diva tunes of “O Holy Night.”

“Hey, what was that for?” she asked.

“Silence,” I said.

“Come on,” she said. “Just because you don’t celebrate Christmas doesn’t mean I can’t.”

“You can put it on hold for nine hours.”

“You’re a Grinch,” she said, pouting.

I laughed. It’s not like she was the first person to ever call me that, but she was the first person to do it in the voice of a toddler. It was like she was trying to get me to change my mind. Like jutting out that bottom lip of hers and furrowing her brow would somehow sway me.

But she had another thing coming, because if she thought I hated the holidays, she was really going to go batty when I told her I didn’t like children.

“Well, since you won’t let me listen to music, I guess we just have to talk,” she said.

“Or we could ride in silence,” I said.

“Not a chance,” she said. “So, what’s this fun business of yours?” 

I tried to stay silent on the matter, but I could feel her growing need to press.

“Do you run a store?” she asked.

“No.”

“A website?” she asked.

“Of sorts.”

“Oh, what does this mysterious website do?”

I clenched my jaw and bit my tongue. She was like a pesky three-year old with an incessant amount of questions. If I simply ignored her, I knew she’d shut up and go away.

At least, I think three-year-olds were the ones with incessant questions. Maybe it was four-year-olds.

“Does it sell stuff?” she asked.

“Sort of.”

“Does it sell high-end stuff?” she asked.

“No.”

“Does it sell people?” she asked.

“Are you serious?”

“I’ve got the next—oh, wow, we’re really flying—seven hours to piss you off.”

And there it was. Her entertainment for this trip. Pissing me the fuck off.

“I run Murphy Incorporated,” I said.

But the blank look on her face told me she had absolutely no idea what I was talking about. I had to admit, it was kind of nice.

For a woman who wouldn’t keep her mouth shut.

“It’s a website that allowed entrepreneurs and business owners to reach out to people in other marketplaces. It allows for the negotiating, trading, and settling of investments. It also has a forum for new entrepreneurs to ask questions and for seasoned business people in that field to answer. It also houses a docu-series where affluent people in the business world give lectures and record them so others can learn.”

“So, like, people from one country can go on this site and hook up with someone from the U.S.?” she asked.

“It’s not a dating site. No one’s hooking up. Legitimate business relationships and transactions are happening. I’ve made the idea of the business dinner electronic.”

“What’s a business dinner?” she asked.

“It’s where two individuals who have personal interests in a common business venture sit down, eat, talk, and eventually invest in one another,” I said.

“Oh, so, that’s just all online now?” she asked.

“Yes, but that’s not the only facet of the business. What it did was it opened up the marketplace for investors from the States to interact with investors and entrepreneurs who needed investors in places like the China and Taiwan.”

“So, people from here are investing in the Chinese marketplace or whatever?” she asked.

“Exactly.”

“Sounds simple enough,” she said.

“Of course, you would think that.”

“What does that mean?” she asked.

“It sounds simple because it was easy for you to wrap your head around, but it’s not,” I said. “It requires a great deal of electronic infrastructure, translators, people working all over the world at all hours of the day to make sure this site stays running, secure, live, and legitimate. It takes a great deal of manpower to earn the world’s trust in what I’m doing.” 

“Okay, maybe it’s not so simple,” she said.

“Thank you.”

“For what? I wasn’t paying you a compliment.”

“When you tell me something is complicated, but you revel in the fact that I could do it anyway, it’s a great compliment.”

“Reveling?” she asked. “Is that what you think I’m doing?” 

“The sparkle in your eye says so, yes.”

I turned my gaze to look at her, and I couldn’t help but grin at the shock on her face. Another thing that made me a powerful businessman was my ability to read people. She was easy. She wore her emotions on the sleeves of her bright coat. But I was used to reading sharks in a tank that were swirling around blood. If I wasn’t good at reading people, I would’ve been swept under with the current years ago.

“Whatever,” she said.

And when she sat back and silenced her questions, I took the victory and kept on driving.

But the victory was short-lived, which shouldn’t have surprised me a bit.

“My mom always hosts Christmas,” she said.

“That sounds nice.”

“And my father makes his homemade hot chocolate with multicolored marshmallows on top,” she said.

“Uh huh.”

“And Mom fills the house with all these treats. Chocolate-dipped coconut balls and white chocolate-dipped peanut butter Ritz crackers. Peppermint bark and German chocolate cake. She makes everything from scratch, and I can never get enough of it.”

“Sounds nice,” I said.

“And Dad puts this cinnamon broomstick in every room of the house, so it always smells like Christmas, and Mom leaves the Christmas tree on all night and sips apple cider beside it after we’re done watching our traditional Christmas movie at night. We watch one every night from the start of December, all the way to Christmas night.”

“Sounds nice,” I said.

“You already said that.”

“Doesn’t mean the sentiment’s changed.”

I felt her gaze on me as her voice silenced, and I allowed myself to soak in the moment. I knew pretty soon, she’d find something else to drone on about, so I took it while I could get it. And I had to admit, her Christmas traditions did sound nice.

Since she had people to spend time with and all.

“Do you have anyone to spend Christmas with?” she asked.

But all I could answer her with was a groan. Would this woman ever stop talking?
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Abby

I was honestly just trying to figure this guy out. Never in my life had I met anyone so impartial to the idea of Christmas. Or the holiday season, in general. I bet if I asked him what he did for Thanksgiving, he’d tell me he ordered a pizza while planning his next business meeting. The man was as rigid as they came, and I was beginning to wonder if he simply hated everything that was supposed to bring someone the tiniest bit of joy.

And that groan he gave me when I asked him that question. What in the world was up with that?

“Well, do you?” I asked.

“Do I what?”

“Have anyone to celebrate Christmas with?” I asked.

And still, I got no answer out of him.

It was like he didn’t care. He acted like the idea of the holidays meant nothing to him. There was no joy in his eyes and no excitement to go see family. Did the man even have a family? Maybe I could steal his phone and Google it again.

“Do you not want to spend time with your family?” I asked.

“No.”

“Do you even have family?”

“Yes,” he said.

“So, you have family, but you don’t want to spend time with them?” I asked.

“Believe it or not, not everyone comes from a loving, supportive family.”

I turned my entire body to look at him, and I could tell I was making him uncomfortable. At the beginning of this ride, I would’ve found it a point of pride, but now, I knew I was sinking into personal territory, and I just couldn’t let go of it. This was my chance to get to know him. To really figure out how this man ticked.

After all, I only had seven more hours with him before he would drop me off and be gone forever.

“So, drop the family thing,” I said. “Got it. You don’t have a girlfriend to spend the holidays with?”

“Nope.”

“No one to decorate the Christmas tree with?” I asked.

“No.”

“No one to cuddle while the two of you sip hot chocolate or apple cider?” I asked.

“The mere fact that I don’t have a girlfriend should answer the remaining questions rattling around in your empty head,” he said.

“Yikes. You don’t have to be cruel about it.”

I heard him sigh as I turned around and faced the highway. Yeah, he really was a Grinch. Of course, I’d be stuck riding with someone who didn’t give a shit about my favorite time of year. I was stuck in a car for seven more hours with a man who wanted nothing but silence, and what in the world was I supposed to do? Twiddle my thumbs and sit here like a bump on a log?

“You should consider getting a girlfriend,” I said.

“Why?”

“Because despite the fact that you’re a jerk, I think you’d be good at spoiling her.”

“And what is your argument base for that?” he asked.

“My argument base?”

“Yes, what is your proof that I’d be good at spoiling a woman?” he asked.

“Wow, you really are a peach. Okay. My proof is this: cold men like you are always softies on the inside.”

“Your proof is a stereotype,” he said.

“Stereotypes are borne from a truth,” I said. “They might be blown out of proportion in movies and books, but tropes exist for a reason. Stereotypes bleed an inherent truth about the box someone has put themselves into. Not because they willingly put themselves in a box, but because of how the mind hardwires itself when someone first begins their journey to that box. Cold, stern, stoic men like yourself aren’t that way because you choose to be. You’re that way because you have to be. But cold, stern, and stoic doesn’t allow your body to indulge in the chemical reactions and the hormones your body releases on a daily basis. You’ve become very good at keeping control because your life probably waged out of control for a long time.”

I watched him slowly pan his gaze over toward me. I could tell he was taking in every single word I was saying, and I couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride.

He wasn’t the only one with hidden talents up his sleeves.

“Men like you aren’t
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