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        Demetra

      

      

      “Mom, seriously, please don’t do this to Darren. You have to know inviting Monique for Kwanzaa isn’t fair to him. Stop meddling, especially at the holidays.” I know all the gritty details of what went down between my big brother and his awful ex-girlfriend, and I know having her with our family this weekend isn’t going to go well.

      Ever since D hit thirty without a wife, the more aggressively my mom pushes at him to find someone. It’s not only because she’s obsessed with grandkids, although she is. Mostly, it’s just the idea that she and our dad were together so much earlier in life, and she wants us kids to be in happy marriages, too. When I overheard her the other day, scheming with someone on the phone, I knew I needed to get to the bottom of what she’s planning this time.

      “Demetra, it’s not meddling when it’s my own children. I don’t know how many times I need to remind you a mama’s job to ensure her children are happy and healthy doesn’t end just because you’re not little anymore. You’re both still my babies, and I want what’s best for you.”

      Dread prickles my hairline along my nape. The way she so casually references wanting the best for us both is my first solid indicator that my big brother isn’t the sole target of her machinations. The matriarch of our household, second only to my grandma Patricia, Aubrey Jackson runs the show. We all dance to her tune.

      “Mom, please tell me you haven’t invited anyone else…” My mind races as I think through anyone from my past who might be unattached and susceptible to her planning. It’s useless, and not because there’s some bulk of guys in my dating past.  Knowing her, it could be any single man she’s made acquaintance with recently.

      “I only have so much focus at a time, sweetheart. Goodness, one would think I was omnipotent the way you anticipate that I can handle a houseful of family, the meal, and playing matchmaker for both of my children. Relax, Demetra. Your number isn’t up. Yet.”

      That’s so not the consolation she seems to think it is. Not only am I not up for being in her targets right now, but it’s been a long, stressful year and I really just want the chance to surround myself with family and unwind together this weekend.

      “D’s gonna be so pissed. You know that, right?”

      “Language, daughter. Your brother can be as angry as he chooses. Monique was a part of our family while they were together, and once they work out their differences, she might be again. I have a duty as his mother to help in any way I can. Now, this is meant to be a surprise. If I find out you’ve breathed a word of this to him, well, let’s just say the candles won’t be the only things feeling heat this season. Understand me, sweetie?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I won’t tell Darren about your matchmaking with monster-Monique. Just don’t be surprised when this backfires on you.”

      “Darren is a good boy, Demetra. This will work out perfectly, and I’ll have a grandbaby on the way by this time next year. Mark my words.”

      I bury my face in my hands, thankful this is a Bluetooth phone call and she can’t see me. Not only would I be getting a lecture for copping attitude, but it wouldn’t change anything. Once something’s in her head, her course is set. That’s what makes her great at her job working for the community center as a coordinator and outreach director. Hardly anyone can turn her down when she presents ideas, asks for funds, or challenges them to volunteer their time.

      It’s a trait she’s passed on to me, and my mind reels, looking for possible ways to help Darren without picking an unwinnable fight with our mom. Whatever possessed Monique to accept the invitation, I know she won’t reverse her decision because I call and ask.

      My relationship with my brother’s ex was, to put it mildly, not great when they were together. For a long time, I’d been authentically worried he’d marry her and I’d be stuck with her sneaky awful bullshit for life. I didn’t even need to know why they broke up to be glad they did. Knowing what she did to him though? Well, I’m not breaking his confidence to tell our mom, but I’m also not excited to be there for the fallout. If Darren seemed more busted up about it, maybe I’d feel differently, but without her around, he’s been so much happier.

      If I can’t convince Monique not to come, and I won’t change Mom’s mind, there’s got to be a way I can at least make things go better with her there. I just need a way to keep our mom’s attention away from the two of them so D can avoid Monique as much as possible. I need a distraction. A date of my own would get her tangled up in what’s going on with me and keep her from pushing those two together. Especially since I’ve never brought home a man for a holiday.

      The timing sucks, though. Pretty much everyone’s busy celebrating whatever holiday they celebrate with their own families, right now.  Even the office is a ghost town with so many people out of town ‘til the new year. My own office is like a glass fishbowl here at Conklin and Co., the marketing company where I am junior director of community coordination. Like I said, I take after my mom in a lot of ways.

      The exterior windows aren’t my focus right now, though. Instead, I look through the window bank that forms the interior wall of my space. A giant bullpen area, where the designers have drafting tables, desks, whiteboards, and all sorts of creative workspaces, takes up the center of this floor. Offices for us non-artistic folks to do our work circle their territory like staid sentinels protecting their imaginative genius.

      Lights are off in most of my coworkers’ offices, only a few designers loitering in their areas in the middle as the afternoon wanes on Christmas Eve. Normally, I’d be gone, too, but I needed to wrap up a final report for our new CFO. Hugo Murphy came on board about six weeks ago, all the way from Kerry, Ireland. An old money type who’s a lot older than me, the guy’s famous around the world for all the charities he supports and his many good deeds.

      The light’s still on in his office, almost directly across from mine. Make sense; he’s likely waiting for my report, so he can get it reviewed and close out his workload for the year. I’d heard from his secretary that he wasn’t going home to Ireland for the holidays, though no one seemed to have any gossip about why. Hugo’s exactly the sort of guy I could bring around to really catch my mother’s attention.

      He’s almost offensively attractive, with broad shoulders and trim hips. His designer suits mask the bulk of muscles I’ve seen in his shorts and T-shirts on the occasions we’ve both made use of the lunch hour to get in a quick workout at the company’s on-site gym. Tousled black hair brushes past thick slashes of dark brows to tangle in lashes so long they make me jealous, even as I ache to brush the curls back from his face and stare into his inky eyes. His irises are such a deep brown it’s impossible to see where his pupils end, and every time they focus on me, my belly flips on itself.

      Pair all of that with his reputation for nearly heroic acts of goodwill and I’m positive my mom would happily focus her attention on my guest and forget all about pushing Darren’s ex at him for the day. What are the chances I can convince Hugo to give up a free Sunday to attend a holiday gathering for a celebration he probably doesn’t know anything about?
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