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            Chapter One

         
         The undisturbed snow in Central Park glitters like diamonds in the night, catching Nora’s eye as she chases her runaway dog.
            Elliott drags his leash over the icy walking paths, and every once in a while, Nora swears he turns around and laughs at her.
         

         
         “You are a mangy mutt!” she calls out. In response, Elliott makes a sharp turn to the left, plowing through a pristine powdery
            snowbank and emerging on the other side, back into civilization. With snow on his massive snout, he heads toward the nearest
            sidewalk, oblivious of traffic and pedestrians.
         

         
         “Adopt a mastiff, they said,” she mutters breathlessly. “It’ll be fun, they said.” She glances over her shoulder, hunting
            for her husband.
         

         
         “Jack!” she calls when she doesn’t see him. “He’s headed toward Mercy Street.”

         
         She breaks a left and leaps onto the sidewalk, her snow boot sliding just a bit on landing. She rights herself and sprints
            after her dog, who in spite of her grumbling, she loves more than life itself.
         

         
         Ahead, through the sparkle of festive Christmas lights adorning the street, Elliott lopes through the shoppers peering into store windows. Some look at him curiously, and some step back in horror when they see the two-hundred-pound canine lumbering in their direction. 

         
         “He won’t hurt you!” Nora calls out. “He’s a giant baby.”

         
         Elliott emits a deep bark, as if to argue.

         
         “I’m going to kill you!” she hollers.

         
         She can tell he’s finally slowing down. He pants a bit more, and gallops down the sidewalk, as people part to allow him through.
            No one has the courage to step on the giant dog’s leash and bring him to a stop.
         

         
         He pauses in front of a dimly lit store at the end of the street, sniffs at the door, and then nudges his way in. The door,
            apparently, hadn’t fully latched, but it does so now after he walks through.
         

         
         “Got ya,” Nora crows as she races to trap him inside.

         
         The old door has brass bells overhead that tinkle when she pushes it open. The smell of cinnamon and orange hits her nose,
            and she comes to a stop. Soft Christmas carols come from an old record player in the corner, and as Bing Crosby croons, Nora
            scans her surroundings. Antiques of all sorts are crammed into every inch of available space. Vintage Christmas decor is out
            on display; dark old wood surrounds her at every turn.
         

         
         “Hello?” she calls.

         
         She takes a few more steps and comes eye to eye with a Victorian doll dressed in caroler’s garb, complete with a mink muff. The doll unfortunately has only one eye, which does give Nora pause before she continues poking her way through the cluttered shop. 

         
         “Hello!” a deep voice calls. Nora looks up and spots an elderly man emerging from the back. He’s got a lion’s mane of white
            hair and bushy white eyebrows. He’s so large that he dwarfs her traitor of a dog, who trails closely on the man’s heels, happily
            munching on something. “I assume this hungry boy is yours?”
         

         
         Nora nods. “I’m so sorry for intruding. I was walking him, and his leash slipped out of my hand. He thinks this is a great
            game to play.” She eyes her dog, who has crumbs on his muzzle. “I assure you, no matter what he told you, he’s not hungry,”
            she adds wryly.
         

         
         The door opens at that moment, and her husband bounds through, panting and tired.

         
         “Oh, good,” he manages to say. “I thought I saw you come in here.” He looks around, his hazelnut hair hidden beneath his stocking
            cap. “Oh, no. Did he break anything?”
         

         
         The old man chuckles. “Not a thing.” He eyes the two of them. “I was just getting ready to make a nice cup of hot cocoa. Would
            you folks be interested?”
         

         
         “Oh, we couldn’t,” Jack says at the exact same time as Nora answers, “That would be amazing!” She’s rubbing her cold hands
            together.
         

         
         The old man laughs again. “I think we’d better get the lady some chocolate.”

         
         Jack winces. “I don’t want to spoil the fun, but I’ve got a conference call at nine. I barely had time to walk the dog with
            you tonight.”
         

         
         Nora shoots him a look.

         
         “But sure.” Jack sighs. “Of course we’d love to join you. It’s the least we can do—you caught our dog. If I have to, I can
            take the call from my phone.”
         

         
         “I didn’t so much catch your dog as he caught me,” the old man says as he leads them to a quaint sitting space on the side of the store. “I was just getting ready to have
            some cookies, and I’m supposed to be avoiding sugar.” He gestures for them to sit on the antique settee and then turns his
            attention to a small portable stove.
         

         
         “My name is Padraig; you can call me Pad. I’m afraid I don’t have much gingerbread left to offer you,” he says apologetically.
            “Elliott here sure liked it, though.”
         

         
         He motions toward an empty plate, where crumbs line the bottom. They match the crumbs on Elliott’s muzzle, and he shows no
            remorse whatsoever as he wags his tail at Pad.
         

         
         “Oh my word,” Nora breathes. “I’m so sorry. He has no manners when it comes to food. You’d think he’s starving, but he is
            the best fed dog you’ve ever seen, I promise.”
         

         
         “He’s not wanting for groceries,” Pad agrees, staring at Elliott’s stout frame. “But there were just a few out on the plate.
            I thought it was only going to be me, after all. Having company is a nice surprise. Christmas isn’t meant to be spent alone,
            after all.”
         

         
         Nora shoots another glance at her husband. Humor the old man, her eyes say. He’s lonely.

         
         “You’ve still got a few days left to shop,” Nora reminds him. “Do you have any family coming?”

         
         He shakes his large head. “No family to come,” he tells them as he stirs the milk. “My wife died years ago, and we didn’t have any children. You?” 

         
         Both Nora and Jack visibly flinch.

         
         “We don’t have children,” Jack answers him, almost stiffly, taking the pressure from Nora. “But we do have family. We’re actually
            not from the city. We both grew up in a small Wyoming town. Our parents want us to come visit, but this year, our schedules
            are just too crazy.”
         

         
         “Work?” the old man guesses.

         
         “Always.” Nora sighs. “Jack works on Wall Street. It’s dog-eat-dog, and he never has any free time.” Her tone is slightly
            sharp and a bit resentful, even to Pad’s untrained ear.
         

         
         “Your schedule isn’t much better,” Jack mutters. He glances at Pad. “She’s an editor for a publishing company here in the
            city. It was supposed to just be an easy breezy job to occupy her after college until we started a family, but it grew a life
            of its own, and now she’s on track to be the editor in chief within a few years.”
         

         
         “Well, now,” Pad drawls, spooning heaps of chocolate powder into red mugs. “That surely sounds impressive.”

         
         “It is,” Jack agrees. “She’ll be the youngest editor in chief Parker-Hamilton has ever had.” His tone is also a bit resentful,
            and his wife shakes her head a little.
         

         
         “Thirty-seven is young to be an editor in chief, but old to have a baby,” she explains to Pad. It’s clearly a sensitive topic,
            and both she and Jack hate that they’re talking about it in front of Pad. “I got sucked into building a career. Jack doesn’t
            think it’s possible to do both.”
         

         
         She grimaces, and they try to change the subject, but as Pad hands them their hot cocoa a few minutes later and sits down across from them, he brings it back up. 

         
         “These days, plenty of women in their older thirties have babies,” he offers. “Or so I’ve read.”

         
         “We barely have time for our dog,” Jack tells him. “We have to hire someone to come check on him twice during the day and to walk him during the week. You’ve
            seen how he behaves. If we can’t make time to appropriately care for a dog, how can we make time for a baby?”
         

         
         “I reckon priorities change after little ones come,” Pad says easily, sipping his frothy brew.

         
         “Or they don’t, and we’ll end up paying lifelong therapy bills for our kid,” Jack answers.
         

         
         “Choices are always within our control,” Pad reminds him. “If you want to make time for something, you can.”

         
         “Not so easily done if your spouse doesn’t agree,” Jack answers.

         
         Nora’s head snaps up. “I’m not the only culprit here. I’m quite positive I can have a worthwhile career and still be a great
            mother. You’re the one who can’t even take an hour every evening to walk our dog together.”
         

         
         “I’m here, aren’t I?” Jack mutters back.

         
         It’s a sore subject, and Pad finally steers away from it.

         
         “Marriage is funny, isn’t it?” he muses. His blue eyes study the couple in front of him. They’re a beautiful pair, tall and
            slender, near the same age. By all appearances, they’re perfectly matched, yet they aren’t touching now and, in fact, practically
            lean away from each other on the couch.
         

         
         Jack absently strokes Elliott’s head, with his other hand balled up and tucked beneath his leg.

         
         “They say that after a while, married folks even start looking alike. Thank goodness that wasn’t the case with my Maria.”
            He laughs, his bulbous nose red. They laugh with him as he runs a hand through his thick unruly hair. “But you two—you’re
            a perfect pair. How long have you been married?”
         

         
         “Since college,” Jack answers. “We got married the summer of our sophomore year.”

         
         “Our parents thought we were too young,” Nora adds. “We’d known each other our whole lives, though, and we knew what we wanted.
            We thought.”
         

         
         Pad eyes her now. “You thought?”

         
         “Things change, I guess.”

         
         Her tone is sad, almost hollow.

         
         “Things do change,” Pad agrees. “Changes can even be made backward, if you do it just right. But whatever the case, things
            can change. Sometimes, you’re just too close to something to see what needs to be done.”
         

         
         Changes can be made backward? His words seem nonsensical. Jack and Nora exchange a covert glance.
         

         
         “Do you live here alone?” Nora asks him, trying not to be intrusive but suddenly a bit concerned.

         
         “I do,” he tells them. “Having an apartment behind the shop saves on money, and everyone knows that Social Security isn’t
            what it used to be. I putter around here all day, and I work on my story. I’m writing a book, you see. Or trying to.”
         

         
         Nora suddenly tenses and hopes it’s not apparent. The worst part about being an editor is that whenever someone finds out, they inevitably try to pitch her a book. 

         
         Padraig doesn’t, though. Instead, he turns to Jack. “It’s nearing nine o’clock. Would you like to use one of the back rooms
            to take your call?”
         

         
         Jack glances at Nora. Even though they clearly resent each other, he still wordlessly checks with his wife. Pad notices.

         
         “Nora will be fine here with me,” he tells Jack. “I’ll keep her entertained with stories of my Maria.”

         
         Nora nods slightly and smiles. “Go ahead, Jack. I’ll be fine.”

         
         When Jack stands up, Elliott sprawls onto the floor, taking up all available space. He makes sure, however, to keep one paw
            touching Nora’s foot.
         

         
         “He had a bad upbringing,” Nora tells Pad. “He was used as a bait dog for dogfighters. See the scars?” She points to various
            scars on Elliott’s head, neck, and torso. “It took him some time to get used to normal life when we first adopted him. He’s
            come a long way, but he definitely likes to stay near us.”
         

         
         “How does he get along during the day when you’re gone?” Pad asks.

         
         “That’s why we have to hire a dog sitter,” she answers. “He doesn’t like to be alone.”

         
         “Poor ol’ boy,” Pad croons. Elliott’s tail thumps the ground, even though he doesn’t open his eyes.

         
         “His shenanigans have exhausted him,” Pad announces.

         
         Nora laughs. “You’ve certainly got his number. He’s got a good heart but an eye for antics.”

         
         Pad laughs with her. “That’s the only way to be,” he answers. His own blue eyes sparkle merrily.

         
         “I can tell that you’re familiar with that particular trait.” Nora grins. “Jack used to be that way, too.”

         
         Pad raises an eyebrow.

         
         “I think Wall Street changes a person,” she finally answers. “It’s so high-pressure, it’s so cutthroat . . . he’s forgotten
            who he is outside of that.”
         

         
         “That’s too bad,” Pad says, clucking his tongue a bit. “Maybe you should try to remind him.”

         
         “I have.” She sighs. “He pushes my buttons, I push his. Our lives haven’t turned out the way I thought they would. I wanted
            a family, Jack wanted a career. When I started getting promotions, Jack was so supportive. He loved that I was building a
            career, and I loved that it made him happy. But I always thought that eventually, I’d have a baby. Now that I’m pushing for
            it, he’s using my career as an excuse. I’m resentful, and so is he. I guess we’re just not in a good place right now.”
         

         
         “Have you acknowledged that out loud to each other?” Pad asks. “That’s an important thing to do. If you identify something,
            you can fix it.”
         

         
         “Not really,” she admits. “But we both know it. I’m sorry for oversharing with you—we aren’t usually like this.”

         
         “Sometimes, a situation simmers and simmers until it comes to a point where it’s about to boil over,” he says. “Would you
            say you’re about at the boiling point?”
         

         
         She hesitates, then nods. “I’m afraid of that, yes.”

         
         “What do you think the answer is?”

         
         She thinks on that. “I don’t know. But I wish I did. We need to remember who we used to be and why we love each other, I guess. It’s too easy to focus on being mad. I guess that’s the simpler thing to do.” 

         
         Pad respects her frankness and tells her so.

         
         “I was married for a long time,” he says. “Would you like some advice?”

         
         She nods. “I’d love some.”

         
         “Nothing matters but each other,” he tells her solemnly. “In the end, nothing else matters.”

         
         “In a perfect world, maybe,” Nora replies respectfully. “Nowadays, everyone has work and no time and responsibilities—”

         
         “We’ve always had work and responsibilities,” Pad interrupts. “You just have to narrow down what’s important to you and focus
            on that.”
         

         
         “It sounds so simple to say,” Nora says.

         
         “Sometimes not so simple to do, though,” Pad agrees.

         
         “Because everything is important. Our jobs. Our dog. Our families.”

         
         “You said ‘our jobs’ first,” Pad points out.

         
         “I meant them in no particular order,” she replies, but her cheeks flare.

         
         “What specifically is keeping you from visiting your families this Christmas?” Pad asks bluntly.

         
         “I . . . well, we . . .” Nora stutters. “Jack has conference calls and pressing things. I have edits due on four different
            manuscripts by January 1, and I’m only partway through. We don’t have time to travel to Wyoming. Sitting in airports, having
            our luggage lost, sedating Elliott for the trip . . .”
         

         
         “Too much trouble?” Pad asks, a strange tone in his voice.

         
         “No. Just . . .”

         
         “Not enough time,” Pad says.

         
         “Yes. And Jack really doesn’t like Christmas. It’s a long story.”

         
         “Well, time is finite,” he says. “But some things are worth stretching it for, Nora. Your folks won’t be around forever.”
         

         
         “No, they won’t,” she agrees, feeling her chest get a bit heavy. “I know.”

         
         “If I had my folks or my Maria back, I’d move heaven and earth to see them for Christmas,” Pad says, his voice wistful.

         
         Nora’s chest gets even heavier.

         
         “I bet so,” she says, her voice small. “Jack and I . . . we don’t celebrate Christmas in a big way. But we do love each other.”
         

         
         Before Padraig can reply, Jack emerges from the back.

         
         “All done,” he reports, and then he notices the serious looks on their faces. “What did I miss?”

         
         “Pad was just telling me how much he misses his wife and his parents,” Nora tells him. Her husband glances at her.

         
         “I’m sorry, Pad,” Jack says. “The holidays must be difficult.”

         
         “Oh, I’m used to it now.” Pad waves his large hand. “And visiting with nice kids like you makes it bearable.”

         
         He smiles.

         
         Jack stares down at his wife. “We should probably be getting home, Nora,” he hints. Pad gets to his feet, taking Nora’s cup.

         
         “If you’ll bear with me a moment, I’d like to give you something. I have just the thing.”

         
         He leaves them staring after him as he wanders up and down his shop, hunting through shelves. “Nope, not that,” he mutters, pushing aside a crystal candlestick shaped like a reindeer. “Although that is certainly timeless.” 

         
         He pokes around for several more minutes until he crows in delight.

         
         “Eureka!” he says, emerging from the aisles, a slightly dusty snow globe in his hands.

         
         The scene inside is that of a quaint  glass family gathered around a fireplace decorated for Christmas. 

         
         He shakes it and hands it to Jack.

         
         “This is the gift for you to give to your wife this year, Jack.”

         
         Jack startles, and for a minute, it almost seems like he hadn’t considered what he was going to give her, and Christmas is
            in less than a week.
         

         
         Nora pretends not to notice, but her stomach sinks.

         
         “Like I was saying . . . we don’t really celebrate Christmas,” she begins to say, but Jack is already thanking the elderly
            man.
         

         
         Pad glances at Nora as he pulls out paper to wrap the globe. “I think you might be my friend Beth’s editor. I was her critique
            partner for a while. Beth Jacobs?”
         

         
         “Oh!” Nora’s head snaps up. “Yes. I’m her editor. She’s an amazing human! What a small world!”

         
         “Isn’t it?” Padraig agrees.

         
         Jack tries to pay for the snow globe, but Pad won’t hear of it.

         
         Instead, he touches his nose. “How about this: someday, if I ever finish it, Nora agrees to read my manuscript.” He finishes
            wrapping up the globe, puts it into a small brown sack, and offers it to her. “Whattaya say?”
         

         
         “I say that you are more creative than most at pitching me your book,” she replies with a smile, taking the sack from him.

         
         He smiles. “Well, writers are creative,” he says. “But editors are, too. Editors revise worlds until they’re absolutely just so, and that takes creativity.” 

         
         She seems unconvinced.

         
         “You refuse to believe that there’s nothing a good red pen can’t fix. Right?”

         
         Jack nudges her. “He’s not wrong,” her husband points out. She glares at him.

         
         “You know that if you work hard enough, and study the sentence from every angle, you’ll convey the situation in a way that
            makes the scene real to the reader. You’ll pull the reader past the point of no return, a place where they’re your ride or
            die. Right?”
         

         
         “How does he know what ride or die means?” Jack mutters quietly to Nora.
         

         
         “You’re right,” she announces, surprising Jack, but not Padraig. “I do revise sentences to be better. But I never get to create.
            That lies in the blue pen, not the red. That is in the writer, not the eraser.”
         

         
         “Oh, pish. That’s nonsense,” Pad tells her. “The slightest revision, and a world is changed. You know that, Nora. The editor
            fine-tunes the details until the world becomes better than the author ever thought possible. Without you, the world would
            be flat and one-dimensional, told from only one perspective. The editor offers a layer of enrichment, an outside perspective,
            that the author wouldn’t have had alone.”
         

         
         “That’s . . . so insightful,” Nora says softly. “I’ve never considered it that way before,” she admits.

         
         Pad nods knowingly. “So, with that in mind, Nora, what would you do if you could create your own world?”

         
         Nora considers both his question and his original request.

         
         “Okay, I’ll read it,” she finally tells him. “If the synopsis holds together.”

         
         “It’s a deal,” he says with a grin. “And maybe I can come up with something more creative than a synopsis. But you’re avoiding
            the big question.” He looks at them both and points at the brown gift bag. “If you could shake that snow globe and make a
            wish, creating the world you’d want . . . what would it be? Think on that, both of you,” he tells them, then pats Elliott’s
            big head. “Be a good boy, Elliott,” he says to the dog. “Come back and see me anytime.”
         

         
         He nods at the couple. “You have a merry Christmas. This old man has gingerbread to bake.”

         
         With that, he disappears into his back rooms without a backward glance.

         
         They walk home in near silence, each lost in thought as their boots crunch in the snow. They’re almost to their condo building
            when Jack turns to his wife.
         

         
         “I didn’t tell him Elliott’s name,” he says. “Did you?”

         
         Nora thinks on that. “I don’t remember. But I must’ve, because it’s not on his collar.”

         
         The door of their building opens, and the doorman greets them.

         
         “Good evening, Mr. and Mrs. Blake,” he says. He bends slightly to Elliott. “Good evening, young sir,” he adds to the dog.
            He looks at them. “Can he have a treat this evening?”
         

         
         “Of course, Matthew.” Nora smiles.

         
         He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a treat that he carries specifically for Elliott. Elliott wolfs it down in half a second, licks his chops, and then promptly drools on Matthew’s shoe. The doorman doesn’t miss a beat. He simply pulls out a tissue and wipes it off, something he’s done a hundred times before. 

         
         “Have a good evening,” Nora tells him with a chuckle.

         
         The couple makes their way to the twenty-second floor and emerges into their condo. Many would call it luxurious, but both
            Nora and Jack find it a bit empty and cold tonight.
         

         
         Nora pulls the snow globe from the bag and sets it on a bookshelf in their bedroom. They brush their teeth in silence, turn
            off the lights, and fall into bed.
         

         
         They manage to do all this without touching.

         
         Elliott jumps onto the bed and sprawls between them. They both fall asleep snuggling with the dog instead of each other as
            they ponder the question that the kind but strange old man in the antique shop had left them with.
         

         
         What would you do if you could create your own world?

         
         Moonlight shines into the window, falling upon the snow globe.

         
         The glittery snow stirs, lifting into the liquid, surrounding the glass family in a flurry that lasts several minutes before
            once again settling into motionless silence.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two
Noel

         
         Sunlight hits me square in the eyes, and I groan, scrambling to find my phone and turn off my wretched alarm.

         
         Wait. My alarm.

         
         I haven’t slept until my alarm sounded in years.

         
         I open my eyes. The sun is midway through the white winter sky. I snatch up my phone and look at the time.

         
         9:43 a.m.

         
         I have a slew of texts, emails, and phone notifications. I blink, then blink again, trying to clear my head.

         
         How in the world did I oversleep?

         
         I gaze around the room as I try to remember what I’d done last night. My champagne silk robe is strewn across the white chair.
            My matching slippers are next to the bed, where they belong. I’m nothing if not a creature of habit.
         

         
         Did I have too much wine? That can’t be it. Wine gives me a headache. I rarely drink it.

         
         For the life of me, I can’t remember my evening. And worse, I don’t have time to think about it because I’m late.

         
         I launch into action, racing from my bed into the bathroom, taking the fastest shower in history. I pull my hair into a wet
            bun, then yank on a pencil skirt and a fitted red-and-gray cashmere argyle sweater.
         

         
         I don’t even take time to make coffee. I just scoop up my laptop and notes, cram them into my satchel, and then rush past
            the empty kitchen with my phone already held to my ear.
         

         
         I jab the button for the elevator as I listen to voice mails from my assistant, Emily. I watch the lights on the wall signaling
            the elevator’s descent. It’s on the thirty-first floor now. It’s a minute or two until it reaches the twenty-first floor and
            the doors slide open.
         

         
         A man in a suit is inside with a woman in a cocktail dress. Last night’s cocktail dress, I realize as I notice her smudged makeup.
         

         
         The man is crisp and clean, obviously showered for work. He’s on the phone, talking to someone quickly and decisively. They’re
            speaking the language of stockbrokers, and my eyes glaze over.
         

         
         I turn back to my own voice mails. I listen to agents, junior editors, and a writer, all telling me what they need from me.

         
         An extension.

         
         Cover mock-up approval.

         
         A manuscript review.

         
         Approval to use a cover model. That last one snags my attention, and I dial quickly. Emily picks up.
         

         
         “Fabio? Really?” I demand. “Why Fabio? He’s a hundred and twelve.”
         

         
         “OMG, Noel!” She laughs. “He is not. It’s for Casey Clark. She grew up sneaking her grandmother’s romance novels, and to her,
            having Fabio on her cover would be the epitome of success.”
         

         
         “We can’t spend that on this project,” I say. “You know that. This is only her second book. She didn’t earn out on the first
            one.”
         

         
         “She almost did,” Emily interjects. “Gen Z is loving her—they found her on TikTok, and she’s blowing up. I think this book
            is going to be the sleeper hit of the summer, honestly.”
         

         
         “Fine.” I sigh. “Get a quote from art and come back to me.”

         
         Emily crows and hangs up. The woman in the day-old makeup stares at me.

         
         “The Fabio?” she asks.
         

         
         “I think there’s just the one,” I answer with a small smile.

         
         She’s visibly impressed. Her companion, the guy in the suit, is not.

         
         “My college roommate’s mom used to read cheesy books with him on the cover,” he says. “I agree with you. He’s too old. And
            cheesy.”
         

         
         “I didn’t say he was cheesy,” I correct.

         
         But he shakes his head. “Far too cheesy.”
         

         
         “Jonah,” the woman says. “That’s mean.”

         
         The man, Jonah, is dressed in a thousand-dollar suit, gleaming Oxfords, and a ten-thousand-dollar watch and smells like a winter day in the
            forest. He reeks of money. I’m betting that he is a bit mean. Successful people often have to be.
         

         
         “You should respect your elders,” I tell him as the elevator settles to a stop at the lobby. “He’s a hundred and twelve.”

         
         Jonah’s mouth twitches, and I notice now that his lips are full, and his jaw is chiseled and clean-shaven.

         
         “That’s mean,” he tells me, smiling slightly.

         
         I shrug. “When in Rome.”

         
         I step out of the elevator and head out the door, but I feel him smiling behind me.
         

         
         I wait while the doorman, Matthew, hails me a cab. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Jonah deposit the woman into a car and
            then close the door. He doesn’t kiss her. He walks away, his breath forming white clouds in the winter air.
         

         
         As the morning light shrouds him, for a moment, a sense of déjà vu envelops me, a sense of familiarity, like I’ve stared at
            this man before. Have I watched him walk in and out of this building and never paid attention?
         

         
         “Have a good day, Ms. Turner,” Matthew says, bringing me out of the moment.

         
         “Thank you,” I reply. “Matthew?”

         
         He pauses before closing the cab door for me.

         
         “That man I just walked out of the building with. Does he live here?”

         
         Matthew nods. “Yes, ma’am. That’s Mr. Blake.”

         
         Jonah Blake. I make a mental note to google him later. “Thanks.”
         

         
         Matthew smiles and closes the door.

         
         “Parker-Hamilton Publishing,” I tell the driver. “On Broadway.”

         
         The driver nods and pulls away from the curb. I spend the drive sorting through the notes in my bag and preparing to spring into action the moment I step from the car. 

         
         I do that very thing.

         
         And then promptly slip on the ice.

         
         I skid like a scene in a cartoon, my legs scrambling, seemingly hovering in the air.

         
         My assistant appears from nowhere, grabbing my arms and saving me from breaking my neck.

         
         “I was waiting for you,” she says, thrusting a cup of coffee into my hand. “You’re never late.”

         
         “I know.” I sigh, readjusting the bag on my shoulder and taking a big gulp of caffeine.

         
         “You missed the marketing meeting for Elias Gray’s book.”

         
         “Dang it,” I mutter as we enter the building. Emily fills me in on everything I missed as we make our way up to our floor.
            Tasteful Christmas decorations adorn the halls, and someone in a cubicle somewhere is playing Christmas music.
         

         
         Emily follows me into my office and closes the door behind us.

         
         I eye her suspiciously.

         
         She beams.

         
         “You have a date for New Year’s Eve,” she announces proudly.

         
         “I do?” I ask, relaxing ever so slightly as I drop my bag onto an empty chair. “How so?”

         
         “Remember when I was showing you pictures of my Italian cousin on my dad’s side? Michel—the model?”

         
         My shoulders tighten again. I do remember. He’d been posing on a yacht with the slightest slip of fabric covering his . . .
            business. He’d been gorgeous.
         

         
         “He’s way too young,” I tell her. “He’s like, what . . . twenty-five? I’m thirty-seven.”

         
         “He’s twenty-six,” Emily corrects. “And age is just a number. He’s not the sharpest tack in the box, but he’s good-hearted.
            And beautiful. He’ll look perfect with you at the party.”
         

         
         “I’m only going to that party because you RSVP’d for me.” I’m growing annoyed again. “New Year’s Eve was a night for me to
            relax, curl up in sweats, and ponder the status of my life.”
         

         
         “Not happening,” she says firmly. “You’re going to the party at Stitch.”

         
         “We’ll see,” I mutter, sitting down at my desk.

         
         “If you want to be editor in chief, you’ll have to start doing things like this,” she reminds me. “You know that. You have
            to go.”
         

         
         “I don’t,” I answer calmly. “And I don’t understand why you’ve been riding me so hard about becoming EIC.”

         
         “Because I want your job.” Emily sighs. “Keep up, woman. Once you level up, that will open up your current role. Brittany
            will be promoted for that, then Jess will become associate editor, which leaves her role as junior editor open.”
         

         
         “You know, when I brought you on here, I didn’t realize you were so enterprising.”

         
         “You did, too.” Emily scoffs. “Don’t plead ignorance. But back to the party. You’re still my favorite cousin, but you have
            to go.”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “You have to,” Emily says, actually concerned now. “We RSVP’d. You can’t cancel on Lillianna Cox.”

         
         “We didn’t RSVP,” I tell her sweetly. “You did. So you can un-RSVP me. Or maybe you can go in my place, since you want to climb the ranks so badly.”
         

         
         Emily stares at me, her mouth opening then closing.

         
         My phone rings, and I reach to answer it.

         
         “We’ll talk about this later,” Emily promises before she leaves the room.

         
         “Don’t count on it,” I say to the closed door.

         
         I bury myself in work for the rest of the day, reviewing contracts, approving manuscripts, and returning emails.

         
         Contrary to popular opinion, my days don’t contain much actual reading of books. Any manuscript reading I do has to be crammed
            into my off-hours or read in the back seat of a taxi. I’ve fallen asleep with a printed manuscript on my chest in the wee
            hours of the morning more times than I’d like to remember.
         

         
         Reading used to be my passion, and while I still do love it, things change when you turn your hobby into your job: a little
            bit of the passion subsides, and it’s replaced with the hard edge of business.
         

         
         I love the voice in this MS, but unfortunately, it’s not right for our list at this time.

         
         The main character is engaging, and the story line is robust, but the secondary characters fall flat. Revise and resend.

         
         While I love the idea of this author’s story line, it’s not executed smoothly enough. If you don’t get the offer you’re looking for elsewhere, come back to me and we can discuss a revise and resubmit.

         
         Every rejection letter I’ve sent over the past fifteen years as I’ve climbed the ranks from editorial assistant to assistant editor, then through associate editor and editor to senior editor to executive editor, where I am now, has killed my soul ever so slightly. I know writers pour their hearts into the words they write, and I don’t take the responsibility of crushing dreams lightly. 

         
         Midafternoon, I find myself searching for Fabio’s most recent photos online. The man might be 112, but who actually knows? He’s ageless.
         

         
         It would be a fantastic PR hook. Casey Clark’s story line features someone who falls in love with her childhood celebrity crush.
         

         
         I press the intercom to Emily. “I’m on board for Fabio, if the art department is.”

         
         I can hear her squeal through the closed door.

         
         What Emily lacks in poise, she makes up for in character.

         
         My finger twitches, and then I type into my search bar: Jonah Blake, New York City. I’m surprised by how many results pop up.
         

         
         Just turned forty. Wunderkind. Genius financier. He was a wild child in his thirties but has seemingly calmed down just a
            bit.
         

         
         There’s no shortage of photos of him, with plenty of different women on his arm.

         
         I stare at his face.

         
         His eyes are surprisingly kind. His face is unmistakably handsome. His grin is undeniably deadly.

         
         Emily walks in with an armload of mail, and I close my laptop. I feel my face flush.

         
         She looks at me curiously, setting the stack on my desk.

         
         “Were you looking at porn?” she jokes, raising her eyebrows. But then she narrows her eyes. “Or was it a dating site?”

         
         She rushes for my computer, but I block her with my shoulder in a deft move that would make any linebacker jealous.

         
         “It’s none of your business,” I tell her primly. She rolls her eyes and steps back.

         
         “Fine. If you want to rob me of whatever joy I can glean from this life as I toil for you night and day, giving up my youth
            for you, wasting away to nothing for you”—she pauses, her healthy hip bumping into my shoulder—“then fine. So be it.”
         

         
         I stare at her, deadpan.

         
         “Are you done?” I ask.

         
         She rolls her eyes.

         
         “Here,” she says, thrusting a piece of paper toward me. “Michel’s socials and his phone number. Start a conversation. He’s
            your date for New Year’s Eve. You don’t want it to be awkward.”
         

         
         She tries to disappear before I can argue, but I catch sight of a package wrapped in brown paper and tied with white string
            sitting on my mail stack.
         

         
         “What’s this?” I ask her, stretching to pick it up.

         
         “I don’t know. I thought it might be a gift, so I didn’t want to open it for you.” She pauses. “Do you think it’s a bomb?
            Or anthrax?”
         

         
         “You’ve read too many manuscripts.”

         
         Nonetheless, she lingers almost eagerly as I open the wrapping and pull out a printed manuscript.

         
         I sigh.

         
         “Speak of the devil. A manuscript.”

         
         Emily seems disappointed. But then she perks up. “There could technically still be anthrax.”

         
         “There is something wrong with you,” I tell her.

         
         She’s unaffected. “Do you need anything else before I go home?”

         
         “Is it that time already?” I glance at the clock. It’s six p.m. “My word, where did the time go?”
         

         
         “It’s literally dark outside.” Emily gestures toward the floor-to-ceiling windows behind me, where the lights of the city
            brighten the dark horizon. “Are you okay?” she asks. “You’ve seemed a little off all day long.”
         

         
         “I’m fine,” I assure her. “I overslept, and it just threw me off.”

         
         “You never oversleep,” she says.

         
         “And now you see the problem,” I tell her patiently. “It’s why I seem off, I’m sure.”

         
         “Hmm. Well, I hope you have a good weekend,” she says. “If you need anything, text me.”

         
         “I won’t,” I tell her. “Enjoy your time off.”

         
         She seems suspicious again.

         
         “Are you getting into the Christmas spirit?”

         
         I don’t blink.

         
         “You usually text me at least ten times over the weekend.”

         
         “I do? That doesn’t seem like me,” I say.

         
         She rolls her eyes. “Okay, weirdo. You know where to find me.”

         
         After she’s gone and I’m gathering my things, I pause when my fingers slide over the manuscript. There’s a card tucked inside
            the string.
         

         
         I pull the card from the envelope.

         
         
            Dear Ms. Turner,

            Please forgive my presumptuousness in sending you this unsolicited manuscript. I’m an old man, and social correctness escapes
               me at times. We share an acquaintance, Beth Jacobs, and she encouraged me to contact you. I hope it isn’t a misstep.
            

            I’ve lived what feels like a hundred lives, although that might be because I’ve written about a hundred lives, and as you
               know, characters can take on lives of their own, enmeshing with ours in ways we’d never imagined.
            

            I was compelled to write this story because sometimes relationships need an outside influence to examine them under the appropriate
               lens. I chose you to send it to because the main character reminds me of you.
            

            I don’t want to waste your time, so I’m only enclosing the first chapter. If you like it, you can let me know, and I’ll send
               more. This is a story that needs to be told, and I hope, after you read my humble chapter, you agree.
            

            Sincerely,

            Padraig Sinclair

         

         The main character reminds him of me?

         
         Padraig Sinclair.

         
         I pull out my phone and text Emily.

         
         
            
               
                  The manuscript is from a Padraig Sinclair, who says Beth Jacobs gave him my info. Do we know him?

               

            

         
         Three bubbles pop up, then a reply.

         
         
            
               
                  You lasted five minutes! Nice! And no, I don’t think we know a Padraig Sinclair. Although Beth shouldn’t be giving your info
                     out without checking first. That’s rude.
                  

                  True. But don’t forget, Beth chose to go with us in auction, even though Random House outbid us.

                  Only because she wanted to work with YOU.

               

            

         
         Still, I answer. One good turn deserves another. You’ve got to remember that if you want my job, little grasshopper.

         
         I slide the manuscript and my phone into my bag and head out the door.

         
         I choose to walk for a few blocks before I grab a taxi. The night air feels good against my face, and the Christmas lights
            add a festive flair to the streets. I rub my hands together, since I’d forgotten my gloves. I glance at the traffic light,
            waiting for the walk signal to appear.
         

         
         From somewhere in the night, I hear a man’s voice holler.

         
         “Dangnabbit! Come back here!”

         
         I turn to find a moose barreling down the street toward me.

         
         Startled, I take a step back and peer into the darkness.

         
         It’s not a moose. It’s a giant dog with flopping jowls and ears, and paws bigger than my hands.

         
         An older man with a wild head of white hair and a beard trails behind him.

         
         “He won’t hurt you!” he calls out to anyone who will listen. “He’s a big baby.”

         
         The dog’s massive paws are hitting the pavement so hard, I can practically feel the ground shake, and if I’m not mistaken,
            the giant animal is aiming straight for me.
         

         
         My arm shoots into the sky, hailing a cab. Luckily, one pulls up, and I drop inside while the dog is still half a block away.

         
         Whew.

         
         I press my forehead to the glass and watch the forlorn expression on the dog’s massive face as it skids to a stop. The man
            reaches him and picks up the leash that had been dragging behind the animal.
         

         
         “People really need to better control their animals,” the cabdriver says, clucking his tongue.

         
         I nod in agreement. “Especially with an animal like that. What is he . . . part Clydesdale? Part grizzly?”

         
         The driver chuckles, and I look back, watching the old man patting the dog’s massive head and giving him a treat.

         
         The man looks up at me, and our eyes meet.

         
         His seem to twinkle, and he touches his nose.

         
         Then he and the dog turn and walk back the direction they’d come from.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three
Jonah

         
         “Mr. Blake?”

         
         I blink, bringing the junior executive in front of me back into focus. I’d been thinking of the woman from the elevator this
            morning. Again.
         

         
         “Yes,” I answer finally. “This path forward works for me. Thank you, Tim.”

         
         He nods, pleased with himself, without realizing that I truly don’t know what he even pitched to me.

         
         “Get the details to Millie,” I tell him as he gathers his things from the conference room table.

         
         “Will do. Thank you, Mr. Blake.”

         
         “Anytime.”

         
         Without waiting for him to exit, I walk out and return to my office, a mere twenty feet away. My secretary, Millie, follows
            me inside, her purse in one hand and my messages in the other.
         

         
         “Thanks, Millie.” I take them from her.

         
         “Chelsey called twice,” she says.

         
         “Who?”

         
         “Your date from last night.” The older woman hides her disapproval, a frequent occurrence in our ten-year relationship.

         
         “Oh.” I try not to feel disappointed. Chelsey was great, perfectly nice.

         
         But the woman in the elevator . . . her wit was quick, and her eyes were such a deep blue. They’d sparkled a little devilishly . . .
            which is basically my kryptonite.
         

         
         “I’ve called for your car,” Millie tells me. “Do you need anything else?”

         
         “No, thank you.”

         
         “I’ve already placed the Bell report and the Kinsington numbers in your briefcase.”

         
         I smile. “You know me so well,” I tell her.

         
         She continues. “Also, you sent your father a new pair of thermal hip waders for Christmas. The last pair you sent him was
            five years ago, so I’m guessing they’re about due for replacement.”
         

         
         I glance at the photo of my dad that Millie had framed for me behind my desk.

         
         My father, standing hip-deep in the Colorado River, proudly holds up a trout as big as my head.

         
         “That’s a perfect gift for him, Millie,” I tell her. “Thank you for thinking of it.”

         
         She nods, her face softening.

         
         “How’s he doing?” she asks me. “I know Christmas is hard for him every year.”

         
         “He’s . . . well, he’s Judd Blake,” I tell her. “He doesn’t complain, he doesn’t whine, he doesn’t feel.”

         
         “He feels, Jonah,” she tells me in a rare instance of using my first name. “He just doesn’t want anyone to know it.”

         
         “Kinda like you,” I point out. “You like to hide your big heart.”

         
         “I do not have a big heart,” she announces. “I will deny that to my dying day. I just have to take care of you. Of course,
            if you’d finally get married, your wife could do these things, and I wouldn’t have to.”
         

         
         Score: Millie, 1. Jonah, 0.

         
         “Don’t pretend you don’t like it,” I tell her, unfazed. “You take care of me because you don’t trust anyone else to do it,
            and I appreciate you for it.”
         

         
         Red blotches form on Millie’s face, so I move smoothly along, pretending not to notice.

         
         “Millie, have a beautiful weekend,” I tell her. “Get your Christmas shopping done, relax, rejuvenate. In fact, book yourself
            a spa weekend on me. I need you well rested for next year.”
         

         
         She sniffs. “That’s already been done, sir.”

         
         I grin. “Of course it has. On my credit card, I assume?”

         
         “Naturally. You cause the stress. You can pay for the cure.”

         
         “I completely agree,” I concur. “In fact, add in a facial. I’ve heard frowning causes wrinkles, and you do frown at me a lot.”

         
         Millie doesn’t miss a beat. “Consider it done. Anything else, Your Majesty?”

         
         Only Millie could get away with that, and she knows it.

         
         “Not now, but if I think of anything, I’ll let you know,” I promise.

         
         She nods. “Beautiful. Have a good weekend, Jonah. And do try to get some fresh air. You’re looking peaky.”

         
         She turns and leaves me alone with the remnants of her powdery perfume.

         
         As I gather my things into my briefcase, I see that Millie also included a stack of Christmas cards for our most important
            clients. Already addressed, already inscribed. All I have to do is sign my name. I smile. I definitely don’t deserve Millie.
            The day she decides to retire will be a dark, dark day.
         

         
         I don’t even need to look up from my phone as I make my way to the ground floor. Every door is opened for me, elevator buttons
            are pushed, people nod in deference. I’ve found that if I don’t look up from my phone, everyone assumes I’m too busy to bother,
            and thus, I don’t get stuck making small talk.
         

         
         Instead, I read emails as the elevator descends to the lobby.

         
         I answer a few texts from my senior staff after I’m settled into the black car that had been waiting for me. Once the tinted
            windows hide me from the world, I relax and put my phone back in my pocket.
         

         
         It’s not that I don’t like people. I do.

         
         But when an entire building . . . an entire company . . . depends on you to be brilliant and to execute flawlessly at all
            times, and their financial well-being depends on it, it makes for a bit of pressure. It’s a pressure I try not to focus on,
            and so I ignore it. It’s not healthy, but it’s effective.
         

         
         Tonight, my driver glides effortlessly through the New York streets, and I lean my forehead tiredly against the cold glass.

         
         Once upon a time, I’d relished the pressure, the stress, the excitement. It meant that I was on the way up. It meant I was
            accomplishing things, that I was chasing that brass ring.
         

         
         And boy, had I loved the chase. Of women, of the finance game, of everything. Every day, I’d known that something bigger and better was on the horizon. 

         
         But now . . . I don’t know how things can get bigger or better. I’m at the top of my game and have been for quite a while.

         
         I’ve traveled—a lot. Hong Kong, Tokyo, London. Sydney. I’ve dated. A lot. I’ve made money. A lot of it.

         
         More and more, I’ve been finding myself sitting with a big question.

         
         Now what?

         
         “Here you are, Mr. Blake,” Thomas says, interrupting my thoughts and sliding the glass partition down. “Have a good evening,
            sir.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Thomas.”

         
         I step from the car and stride into the building, the doorman holding the door.

         
         “Good evening, Matthew,” I greet him.

         
         “Hello, Mr. Blake.” He starts to say something, then hesitates. I pause.

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “I might have messed up, sir.”

         
         “We’ve discussed this. You don’t need to call me sir.”

         
         The kid smiles. “Thank you, si— Thank you.”

         
         “How did you mess up? Did you slam the door in the president’s face or something?”

         
         Matthew smiles again and shakes his head.

         
         “No, nothing like that. This morning, when you left for work, you were walking with a woman from the building. She asked me
            if you lived here, and I told her you did.”
         

         
         I wait to hear the mistake while simultaneously my pulse surges.

         
         The woman from the elevator asked about me.

         
         Matthew stares at me. “I violated your privacy, Mr. Blake. I’m sorry. That wasn’t my intention.”

         
         Ohhh.

         
         “That’s not a problem,” I assure him. “I’m sure she’s not a serial killer.” I pause
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