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            Chapter 1

         
         
            Stella

            Normally, I avoid Fifth Avenue. But not today. I’ll never be able to explain why I deviated from my route and veered down
               the bustling thoroughfare of high-end shopping.
            

            
            If I were a girl who believed in magic, I would say there was a tingle of Christmas magic in the air that propelled me east,
               carrying me through the shopper’s paradise on a wintery gust of wind. Or I would say Santa’s elves were nipping at my heels,
               urging me to this exact spot where I’m now standing transfixed by the giant display window outside Vivant. But magic is for
               suckers and children, so that can’t be it. Maybe I was just ready to look again.
            

            
            A pedestrian tries to overtake the slow walker in front of them and doesn’t quite make it in time before reaching where I
               stand, a roadblock dressed in black and severely lacking in anything resembling holiday spirit, thus knocking into me at full
               speed with his shoulder.
            

            
            I bite down on my tongue to quell the words NEEDLE DICK that want to come flying out of my mouth like darts toward a bull’s-eye. What would Dr. Skinner tell me? Don’t trade emotional currency with strangers. You will never get a refund. Skinner might have smelled like moldy granola, but she did have some good advice from time to time. Following that counsel is how—in the twist of the century—I got released from Bedford Hills Correctional early for exemplary behavior. 

            
            If I was in one of my many mandatory counseling sessions right now, my former beatnik shrink would tell me to take myself
               out of this situation that has potential to irritate me.
            

            
            Galled to find out therapy actually worked, I step out of the flow of foot traffic, bringing myself inches away from the display
               window. As I look up at it, my nose wrinkles of its own accord and not because the combined scents of hot roasted nuts and
               boiling hot dog water are so prevalent on this block. But because I can’t for the life of me figure out what the window dresser
               was going for here.
            

            
            On the other side of the glass, an assembly line has been recreated. Penguins are dressed in little red, white-fur-trimmed
               jumpsuits and they are putting toys together as they come down the trundling rubber belt. Of course, the penguins are mechanical,
               so they only complete one awkward swivel, then revert to their original position, their expressions frozen in a sort of maniacal
               glee. It’s a scene straight out of a child’s nightmare. The only way it could be worse would involve penguins getting maimed
               by machinery. A little sign would unfurl above the crime scene reading it has been zero days since our last accident.
            

            
            My mouth twitches, reflecting back at me from the smudge-proof glass.

            
            “Uh-oh,” says a resonant timbre to my left. “See, I was going to mind my business and keep moving, but you went ahead and
               smiled. Now I have to know what you’re thinking.”
            

            
            “That wasn’t a smile,” I blurt automatically, outraged that someone thinks they caught me—me?—engaging in anything but hostile judgy-ness. Not likely. But my words trail off when I lay eyes on my accuser.
            

            
            What in the fresh living hell?

            
            I’m not rendered speechless by many things, but this giant man in a candy-cane bow tie and a beaming smile makes me wonder
               if I’m hallucinating. No one is shoulder bumping this dude. They couldn’t reach that high. Not to mention, he has completely
               shifted the flow of foot traffic—and when he realizes he’s making himself an obstacle, this very tall, very broad-chested
               stranger hops out of the sidewalk intersection with a few sorry, ma’ams and apologies, sirs.
            

            
            In his hand, he’s holding a blue-and-white paper coffee cup, his long, thick fingers stretching the entire distance around.
               Deep brown hair with a slight curl to it waves in the wind. I’d put his age at thirty-two, give or take a year. He’s drenched
               in a practiced kind of success and that takes time to acquire. His suit is impeccable. Navy blue, complete with a crisp white
               pocket square. Nary a wrinkle. But the most remarkable thing about him is those smile lines. They bracket his mouth, they
               fan out from the corners of his eyes. They are deep and worn-in like a pair of jeans that have been washed seven hundred times.
            

            
            This man smiles constantly.

            
            I hate him.

            
            “If that wasn’t a smile, what was it?” Somehow he takes a sip of his coffee without dimming the wattage of his smile. “A twitch
               or something? My uncle Hank had one of those. Used to spill beer all over Aunt Edna’s carpet, thanks to that tic. One day
               she got so mad about it, she walloped him over the head with a colander and the damn twitch went away.” He gestures with his
               cup. “Like flipping off a light switch. After that, he just spilled beer for the tradition of it.” He pauses. “Aunt Edna eventually
               remarried.”
            

            
            Okay. Am I hallucinating?
            

            
            I scan the immediate area for maimed penguins or some other sign that I’ve gone around the bend. All is well. As normal as New York City can be, which is to say there are three people fighting over one cab, the strains of a saxophone emanate mysteriously from the ether and a sparkly pink wig lies forgotten in the gutter. Nothing that would be considered unusual, though. If I’m not hallucinating, why has this man stopped to tell me a story about his relatives? I’m not what one would refer to as approachable. In fact, I’m fluent in Fuck Off. Hopefully he speaks it, too. Or at least knows how to read body language.
            

            
            Looking him square in the eye, I shove my knockoff AirPods into my ears and go back to staring up at the would-be penguin
               crime scene.
            

            
            There. Done.

            
            I’m not really seeing the penguins, though. I can’t help but marvel over the man’s and my reflections standing side by side.
               He’s easily six foot four, robust, in a ten-thousand-dollar suit. I’m a full foot shorter, dressed in a black puffer jacket
               and thick, matching tights, second- or third-hand boots of which the sole is rapidly coming loose from the rest of the shoe.
               My busted fuchsia messenger bag is the only pop of color on my entire person and that’s because it was the cheapest I could
               find at Goodwill. My thick black hair has been chopped unprofessionally just below my shoulders and cloaks a pale face, its
               expression reading Do Not Disturb.
            

            
            We are the most opposite of opposites. Thank God.
            

            
            Why is he still standing there, smiling into his coffee like he doesn’t have a single care in the world? My rudeness hasn’t
               even registered. Has my talent for avoidance faded while in the slammer? Losing my superpower would just be the icing on the
               shit cake of the past few years.
            

            
            Another full minute passes and he’s still there, standing a couple feet away, facing the window like me. Tilting his head to the right in consideration of the penguins. I could just leave. Continue on my way downtown until I reach the rent-controlled apartment in Chelsea I’m subletting from my uncle while he’s shacked up in Queens with girlfriend du jour. There is nothing keeping me in front of this artistic monstrosity. But my feet won’t seem to move. And why should they? I was here first. 

            
            I pop out my left earbud. “Is there something I can help you with?”

            
            “Oh, me?” A dimple appears on his cheek. “I was just waiting for your song to be over.”

            
            There is no music playing, but I’m obviously not going to tell him that.

            
            “Why?” I ask, jerkily removing the second bud and shoving both of them back into my jacket pocket. “Do you have another pointless
               story to tell me?”
            

            
            “Aw, hell.” His eyes are green. And they twinkle in a way that reminds me of fairy lights. “I’ve got thousands of pointless stories to tell you.”
            

            
            My smile is saccharine. “One was more than enough.”

            
            “All right,” he draws out, tossing back the remainder of his coffee. “But after the beer-spilling era, Aunt Edna eloped with
               a rodeo clown named Tonto. Guess you’ll never know about it.”
            

            
            “Devastating.”

            
            “Sure was. Let’s just say the bull took him by the horns, instead of the other way around.” He gives a full body shiver. “All he left behind for Edna was a half-used
               face-painting kit and some floppy shoes. She patched things up with Uncle Hank about a year later. Now they go yard-sale hopping
               on Sunday mornings.”
            

            
            I’m pretty sure my jaw is hanging down at my knees. “Is this like a strange kink? Instead of flashing people, you just go around accosting people with bizarre tales?” 

            
            “Well, it’s too cold to flash people in December. My options are limited.”

            
            He grins at me. Doesn’t temper it at all. He’s all smile lines and warm eyes.

            
            Woefully handsome. Maybe even dapper.

            
            And the most disturbing thing happens. Something I couldn’t have predicted in a hundred million years. The flip-flop in my
               stomach must be a sign of the apocalypse. The end of days is nigh. It has never flipped nor flopped for anything but Kraft
               macaroni and cheese. I can’t be having a reaction to this man. An attraction reaction.
            

            
            “I’m going to go now,” I say, my tone a little off.

            
            For the first time since he appeared, that smile is gone. A hint of panic gusts through the green of his eyes just momentarily,
               before he bows his head. He looks down at the ground for a second, as if trying to regroup, then lifts his head to pin me
               with a fresh grin. “I did have a purpose for stopping, if you don’t mind humoring me just a while longer.” He dips his chin
               in the direction of the window. “I’m curious what you make of all this.”
            

            
            “You’re referring to Penguin Chernobyl?”

            
            His laugh booms down the block, stopping shoppers and looky-loos in their tracks. The sound of it reminds me of hot chocolate
               in front of a fire in Bruce Wayne’s mansion. It’s rich and hearty and thick with quality. “Yes, I suppose that’s what I’m
               referring to.”
            

            
            I raise an eyebrow. “You want to know what I think about it?”
            

            
            My skepticism gives him pause, one corner of his mouth turning down. “Yes. I do.”

            
            “Do you work at Vivant?”

            
            He shrugs one of those strapping shoulders. “In a manner of speaking.”

            
            I narrow my gaze and give him another once-over. He definitely works in management. Maybe one of the upper offices. His gratingly
               jovial disposition makes me think he works in PR. Perhaps this entire conversation is his way of testing a new meet the consumers initiative. There is a part of me that really wants to ask, but I refuse to seem interested just because of that cataclysmic
               flop in my stomach earlier.
            

            
            “Fine, whatever,” I mutter, wrapping my gloved hands around the cross strap of my messenger bag, stomping my feet for warmth
               as I turn to face the window again. “I think it’s more likely to drive shoppers away from the store than bring them in. No
               one wants to think of their Christmas gifts being put together on an assembly line. It’s too impersonal. It’s a reminder that
               we’re all just trapped in a pattern of consumerism and we’ll never escape it. The pattern will just keep rolling and rolling
               like that conveyor belt. People want to pick out something for their loved ones that they believe is unique. One of a kind.
               Not something produced in a factory.”
            

            
            Oh, now I’m on a roll. A few passersby have even stopped to listen to my spiel and normally that would derail me, clam me
               up, but window dressing was my dream job once upon a time. Before my life was placed on hold, I took three years of online
               college courses that focused primarily on fashion merchandising and marketing. I’d hoped to one day style window displays.
               It’s one of the only things I’ve ever been passionate about. It’s why I usually find it too painful to walk down Fifth Avenue,
               reminded of how badly I messed up.
            

            
            Pedestrians are still paused around us, waiting to hear what I’m going to say. And, hey. I’m never going to see any of these people again, especially Bow Tie, so why not give my opinion? It’s been a really long time since someone besides Dr. Skinner asked for it and she was only doing her job. 

            
            “That brings me to the penguins.” I make the mistake of glancing over at Bow Tie and almost lose my train of thought. He can’t
               be half as interested in my opinion as he looks. Can he? The man doesn’t even look like he’s breathing. “And . . . you know.
               The average life span of a penguin is like, thirteen years, so technically this is child labor. Not a good look.”
            

            
            He studies the window as if seeing it for the first time. “You’re right. It’s awful.” He shakes his head. “One of those penguins
               is seconds from losing a flipper.”
            

            
            I jolt a little at the way he mimics my thoughts, but hide it well by clearing my throat.

            
            And tucking hair behind my ear, over and over again. Unnecessarily.

            
            “Are you an artist?” he asks. “Have you window-dressed before?”

            
            I wish. God, I wish. I never got that far.

            
            “No, I’m just critical.”

            
            He huffs a small laugh, his eyes somehow shrewd and thoughtful and welcoming at the same time. In that moment, I am absolutely
               certain there is something unique about this man. A distinctiveness. Layers. And I really wish I would have just walked away
               when I had the chance. He’s maneuvered me to a place where I have a voice and don’t feel invisible. I didn’t see it coming.
               Did he do it purposely? If so, why would he take the time to do that? What did he sense about me that made him stop? What
               is even happening?
            

            
            “How would you dress the window instead?”

            
            Dammit.

            
            Dammit.

            
            I’m letting him pull me out of my anonymous solitude and it’s so rude and presumptuous of him to do so, but I’m already halfway
               sunk into the quicksand. Plus, I have to answer. It’s too tempting not to. Saying the words out loud is the closest I’ll ever
               come to the real thing. A girl with a prison record is never going to decorate a store window at Vivant.
            

            
            A line appears between his brows as if he’s reading my thoughts.

            
            Rude.

            
            “I wouldn’t remind them they’ve come to the store to spend their money. I would remind them that buying presents is about
               . . . surprise. Surprise is priceless.” I blow out a breath, white condensation billowing in the air in front of me. “That
               moment when a loved one takes the lid off a box and gasps. That’s what we’re in it for. There’s a whole corner of TikTok dedicated
               to it.”
            

            
            Since being released from Bedford Hills, I’ve been finding comfort in watching people on the internet hear famous songs for
               the first time. Or their first time watching Star Wars or Twilight. I watch those videos and wonder if I’ll ever be able to express emotions like that again. Just pow. No hesitating. Without
               toning the feelings down or worrying that if I get too emotional, my dam will break and everything will just come pouring
               out.
            

            
            “We go out looking for a magical item, no idea what it is. If we see it, we’ll know, but we rarely find it. So show them. Show shoppers the item that will shock their lover or sibling or mother and make them feel not only loved, but exciting as a human being. The keys to a moped, the perfect nude lipstick, a designer martini shaker. If this was my window, I’d . . . display the dress a woman would never buy for themself, but secretly wished they owned. And I’d make that dress a new lifestyle. A new start. Their desired result is on the other side of the window.” 

            
            He nods for a moment, chewing on the inside of his cheek.

            
            Then he turns slightly to look down the side of the building, which takes up an entire city block. “And what would you do
               with the other three windows?”
            

            
            I blink up at him, not sure if he’s calling me out for being an armchair expert or if he’s genuinely curious. Somehow . .
               . I sense it’s the latter. Sarcasm isn’t his personality. Wait. How has he impressed his personality on me in the space of
               five? Ten minutes? How long have I been standing here talking to this man? “I should go—”
            

            
            “You should apply,” he says at the same time, chuckling over our verbal collision. “I have it on good authority that Vivant
               is looking for a new window dresser.”
            

            
            “Oh.” I choke on the word, unable to keep the longing off my face when looking back at the window, imagining myself on the
               other side with a Vivant-sized budget. Four windows to design. All manner of materials and fabrics and baubles at my fingertips.
               And that is never, ever going to happen. My résumé has a giant employment gap between age twenty-one and twenty-five when I was serving time in Westchester.
               For a crime I do not deny committing. I can’t even get hired at a diner, let alone at this upscale department store. “No. I . . . I’m not interested.”
            

            
            Bow Tie studies me closely. “Sure about that?”

            
            “How is this your concern again?”

            
            He tucks his tongue into the side of his cheek and winks at me—and oh my God, it happens again. That weightless turnover beneath my rib cage. Maybe I’ve contracted some kind of disease. It has been a really long time since I dated or had a boyfriend, but I remember my type. This guy is not it. There is a pleat in his dress pants. He’s wearing a bow tie and a grin and a piece of hair is now curling down the center of his forehead.
               The pads of my fingers definitely shouldn’t be rubbing together, wondering what kind of texture that lock of hair would be.
               Or what his reaction would be if I curled it around my knuckle slowly.
            

            
            I look down quickly before whatever is happening inside me plays out on my face. “All right, I think we’re done here.” With
               a restless scratch to the back of my neck, I skirt around him, reentering the flow of sidewalk traffic.
            

            
            Just before I’m completely out of earshot, he calls, “There’s an application on the website. Can’t hurt to give it a look-see.”

            
            I don’t stop walking until I’m inside my apartment. Pacing to the very corner of the room, I toe off my boots, then I doff
               my jacket, bundle the garment up and place it on top of the boots. Next, my earbuds. Out of the way. Neat. A memory catches
               me off guard from just about a month ago—my parents watching me perform this habit from across the dining room, exchanging
               a nervous glance with each other. Like they weren’t sure who exactly they’d allowed into their home.
            

            
            I bounce on the sore soles of my feet to clear my thoughts, moving to the radiator to make sure heat is coming out. During
               the long walk to Chelsea, I told myself my heart was pounding because of the brisk pace I set, but it still hasn’t stopped.
               The organ continues to drum unsteadily as I sit down on the edge of my bed. Gradually, my gaze meanders over to the ancient
               laptop left behind by my uncle. I shake my head, refusing to entertain the notion of filling out an application for a job
               I am not qualified for. Or even if I am slightly eligible to dress windows, three years of online courses with a focus on fashion merchandising will be wildly eclipsed by four years in lockup. 

            
            My right leg bounces up and down.

            
            Why am I so itchy?

            
            I last another five minutes before lunging to my feet with a curse of Bow Tie’s existence, and I start hunting through drawers
               for the laptop charger. What’s the worst that can happen? I submit the application and they never respond?
            

            
            No, that’s what will happen. I’m an ex-convict.
            

            
            But for some crazy reason, I send it anyway.

            
            I’ll never hear back.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Aiden

            I sit down at my desk and clap my hands. “It’s going to be a good day.”

            
            On the other side of the office, my assistant’s fingers pause in the act of typing out God knows what at two hundred miles
               an hour. “And what exactly is your basis for that theory?” asks Leland over the top of his wire-rim glasses. “It’s a Monday
               and it’s snowing.”
            

            
            “Both of those things are the sign of a clean slate. It’s like we’ve got a fresh spiral notebook from the drugstore and this
               time we’re going to use good handwriting the whole way through. Not just on the first page.”
            

            
            Leland stares through the floor-to-ceiling window at the big, chunky flakes falling from the sky down onto Fifth. “The extra-wintery
               vibe is a reminder that I haven’t done any shopping and there’s only twelve days until Christmas. I’m never going to make
               it in time.”
            

            
            “You always make it in time,” I reassure him.

            
            He picks up a ballpoint pen and uses his forehead to click it open. Closed. Open. “I bet you have all of your shopping done.
               Wrapped. Thoughtfully written cards attached.”
            

            
            “Everyone knows you don’t wrap presents until the twenty-third of December.”

            
            “I don’t know that.” Curious, he stops clicking and arches a cautious ginger eyebrow. “Why do you wait?”

            
            Realizing I forgot to take off my overcoat, I stand up and cross to the rack by the door, draping it over the top hook so
               the hem won’t brush the floor. Snow falls from the collar and melts onto the gray carpet, leaving little wet spots behind.
               “Let’s say you bought your aunt a green scarf. You bought it assuming she didn’t already have one. But you have to leave yourself
               a cushion in case she shows up wearing one three days before Christmas. Or out of the blue she might say, ‘I hate green scarves.
               I hope no one ever buys me one.’ ”
            

            
            Leland sputters. “Now, what are the odds of that?”

            
            I hold up my hands. “You want to wrap presents pre-twenty-third and gamble with Scotch tape, that’s up to you. You just better
               hope my theory doesn’t stick.”
            

            
            Slowly, my assistant turns back to his computer, muttering, “You asked. You know better than to ask,” to himself.

            
            I chuckle under my breath and tap a key to wake up my computer. Leland is twenty-nine—three years younger than me—but he has
               the disposition of a cranky senior citizen and the pessimism of Eeyore. That’s one of the reasons I hired him five years ago.
               Hell, someone needs to balance me out. He also brings a mean homemade peach habanero salsa to company parties and that is
               a quality that cannot be underestimated.
            

            
            My calendar alerts pop up on the screen, causing an odd pinch in my chest.

            
            Same odd pinch I had in my chest on Friday during that impromptu conversation outside the store. How . . . odd. Rubbing at the spot with a knuckle, I hide the calendar alert that reads noon interviews with window dresser applicants and open the drive file I share with Leland. There are sixteen applications inside. Is one of them her?
            

            
            “Before you ask, all the applicants have been vetted,” Leland says without looking up from his computer. “In the interest
               of saving time, I weeded it down to the ones that have potential. Excluded anyone who used all caps or used the word thrive in their cover letter. That word is literally draining in and of itself. My personal pick is Vivian Blake, former Bergdorf’s window dresser. She was responsible for the
               elf runway show design of 2019. Iconic.”
            

            
            Leland is right. That window beat the band.

            
            Santa’s little helpers in bustiers and wigs? Tends to stick out in one’s memory.

            
            I definitely never have nightmares about one of them breaking through the glass and chasing me down the avenue waving an ice
               pick heel.
            

            
            “Did anyone else stand out?”

            
            I’m not even sure why I ask. There’s nothing Leland could say that would make me positive one of these applications belongs
               to her. Like a bozo, I didn’t get her name. I didn’t get any information about her whatsoever, except for the fact that she’s
               a little standoffish and a whole lot of pretty. Insightful about window design, too, and that’s what counts. That’s why I
               encouraged her to apply.
            

            
            Not because I want to see her again.

            
            Ignoring the twist south of my throat, I click through the applications, positive that I’ll somehow know which one belongs
               to her. I just will. There’s going to be some defining characteristic. Past work experience in an edgy coffee shop/gamer lounge
               or college spent abroad somewhere like Bruges or Berlin.
            

            
            Nothing doing. All of these applications are too straightforward. Impressive in a way that I’m used to seeing as general manager of Vivant. Some of these hopefuls are even overqualified. None of them are her, though. I would just . . . know. 

            
            I lean back in my chair, calling myself nine kinds of ridiculous for panicking. This is a girl I met and spoke with once and
               she didn’t even like me. I lost count of the times she rolled her eyes up into those thick black bangs or tried to end our
               conversation prematurely.
            

            
            But before I ever stopped to engage her, I saw that half smile reflected in the window and I couldn’t seem to quit trying
               to get it back on her face. To make her lips tick up again.
            

            
            Her half smile was beautiful. It stopped me dead in my tracks.

            
            And at the end of it all, I didn’t even ask her name.

            
            Now I have to rely on the far-off chance that she applied to dress windows at Vivant. That’s a riskier gamble than wrapping
               presents before December twenty-third. For all I know, she has a job. Or she’s just visiting New York City. I had a few bourbons
               too many over the weekend coming up with possibilities. Which, again, is ridiculous. I met her one time.
            

            
            Yet her face is clear as day in my head.

            
            I can remember it in finer detail than my childhood bedroom in Tennessee.

            
            The big, blue walnut-shaped eyes rimmed in black makeup. The gentle slope of her brows, the deep crease running down between
               her nose and her upper lip. That series of freckles along her lower right jawline. The go away vibrations coming off of her in waves.
            

            
            And the certainty she inspired in me that . . . she didn’t really want me to go. That she was feeling kind of lonely and wistful and just needed someone to stand beside her for a spell. 

            
            I’ve been there. I recognize the signs in a person.

            
            Those signs in someone else don’t usually make my stomach trade places with my lungs, however. Or inspire me to miss a meeting
               so I can try and help. Try and figure her out.
            

            
            “I mean, there were a couple of standouts in the terrible department. Like the first round of an American Idol competition?” He pauses for drama. “This one girl had an honest-to-God prison record.”
            

            
            A jolt goes through me, snapping my spine straight.

            
            Prison?

            
            No.

            
            But the hair on my arms is standing up and that’s usually an indication that the universe is about to send me a challenge.
               Usually I get pumped when that electricity races up my skin, like a nerd before a pop quiz, but if this application connects
               to Go Away Girl, what am I going to do about it?
            

            
            “What is her name?”

            
            Leland rears back a little, his fingers continuing to fly over the wireless keyboard. “Uh, I don’t recall. Why do you ask?”

            
            I’m already rolling my chair closer to my desk, hand on the mouse. It’s not my first flicker of optimism that I might get
               to see her again—good thoughts equal good things—but this time I have an actual lead. “What did you do with the applications
               that didn’t make the cut?”
            

            
            My assistant doesn’t answer right away, and when I glance over, he’s got a slight wince on his face. “Uh, well . . . they’re
               in a sub-folder marked Utter Rejects.”
            

            
            I give a low whistle. “How someone so cold can craft such a spicy salsa is a mystery.”

            
            “It’s the habanero juice and pickled—”

            
            “I don’t want to know, man, I just want to eat it.”

            
            Leland is shifting in his chair, as if still feeling guilty for giving the file such a harsh name. While I would like to alleviate
               that guilt, I find I’m a little protective over the blue-eyed girl who doesn’t even like me and her information might be in
               this folder, so unfortunately Leland will have to stew a spell. “I’m bringing some of my salsa to the Christmas party next
               week,” he ventures. “A whole jumbo Tupperware container of the stuff.”
            

            
            “I sure hope so. It’s a requirement of your employment.” I flash him a quick grin to let him know I’m joking (mostly), but
               my smile drops when I locate the folder and click. Because I see the name Stella Schmidt and somehow I just know that’s her.
            

            
            She’s a Stella.

            
            Before I go any further, I remind myself of something very important. I’m not going to get her phone number off this application
               and use it. That’s creepier than a daddy longlegs spider and I already made her talk to me longer than she wanted to outside
               the store.
            

            
            Now that I’ve assured myself that this situation will remain ethical, I have the Main Dilemma. If Stella Schmidt is, in fact,
               the applicant with the prison record, I can’t hire her. I can’t even bring her in for an interview. Can I?
            

            
            I might be the general manager of Vivant but I answer to a board of tough buzzards, one of whom is my father. Another of whom
               is my grandmother. And they aren’t even in good moods on the Friday before a three-day weekend.
            

            
            If I don’t bring Stella in for an interview, I’ll never see her again.

            
            But I can’t call her in here just to ask her out.
            

            
            That would elevate me from a daddy longlegs to a hairy tarantula.

            
            “You look conflicted, Mr. Cook.”

            
            Leland never calls me anything but Aiden. “You can drop the formalities. I’m not going to lecture you about the file name.”

            
            “Oh, thank God.” He lets out a hoot and deflates, sending his chair back into the file cabinet with a rattle. “I was having
               flashbacks to my job interview where you said the one thing you’ll never tolerate is unkindness. And I really shouldn’t have
               labeled the file that way. No one is a reject. Everyone has ups and downs. That’s all. We’re all at different phases of our
               lives . . .”
            

            
            Leland is still rambling, but my thoughts drown him out.

            
            Everyone has ups and downs.

            
            That’s damn well right.

            
            God knows I have.

            
            When I took over as general manager of Vivant five years ago, I promised myself I would be fair in all things, no matter what
               it cost me. Before I arrived, decisions were based solely on the bottom line—and I’m not so idealistic that I believe profit
               margins aren’t important in business. But there has to be a balance. Everything is a balance. For instance, Leland’s pessimism balances out my optimism and keeps our office running somewhere in between.
            

            
            If Stella is the one with the prison record and I don’t interview her based solely on that, I’m not listening to my gut, which is telling me she deserves a shot at the position.
               I’m dismissing her because of the board of directors and their preconceived standards.
            

            
            Not mine.

            
            Lastly and perhaps selfishly, I want to see her again, and then there’s only one way to do so the right way—and that’s to give her a real shot at the job. Interview her with the same open mind I interview everyone else. Being in prison shouldn’t preclude her from a chance if she’s served her time, right? 

            
            I’ll worry about the fact that I’m not allowed to have romantic relationships with employees without filing documents with
               human resources another time.
            

            
            Finally, I allow myself to scroll down.

            
            Stella Schmidt. Based on her birthdate, she’s twenty-five. Sheesh, that’s young. I’m one and a half presidencies older than
               her, but okay. Moving on. Three years’ worth of online courses in fashion merchandising and product marketing. All right.
               That’s definitely something, even if she didn’t graduate.
            

            
            I stop when I reach the box asking if she’s been convicted of a felony.

            
            The answer is yes.

            
            Under “more information,” it simply says Bedford Hills Correctional from 2017-2021.

            
            No further explanation. And I can almost see her stubbornly tight-lipped expression.

            
            I spear my fingers through my hair. Jesus, she just got out. What the hell could she have done to get herself four years behind bars? The girl barely reached my shoulder. Not
               that height has anything to do with committing crimes. Unless she’s one of those spies who has to carefully climb over a complicated
               series of green lasers protecting a giant diamond. Being small in stature might give someone an advantage in a situation like
               that.
            

            
            I keep scrolling.

            
            She didn’t even put down a single reference.

            
            Work with me, Stella.

            
            Based on the application alone, it’s a real stretch to call her in for an interview, but if I don’t, it’s going to be a pinwheel under my skin for a long time. Balance. Find the balance.

            
            If Stella gets a second shot, so does everyone else.

            
            “All right, Leland, here’s what we’re going to do. Call everyone in the no pile and set them up for interviews, too.”
            

            
            His jaw dangles down in the vicinity of his knees. “What? Even the musicians?”

            
            “Even them.”

            
            It’s much later when I start to regret this decision.

            
            Past five o’clock. Everyone, including Leland, has gone home for the day. I’m on my thirty-first interview and I haven’t had
               lunch, so my groaning stomach is drowning out the answers of the woman sitting across from me. Kimberly. She’s one of the
               overqualified applicants. NYU graduate. Top of her class. Impeccably dressed, a gold cuff wrapped around her deep brown bicep.
               She answers everything correctly, but I don’t get the same kick in my gut when we’re discussing concepts for the window. Nor
               do I get it with the next hopeful—Jonathan from Minnesota, who is only in town for two weeks with his death metal band and
               thought maybe they could perform in one of the windows, like, “a conceptual thing or whatever.” Or Lonnie, a former contestant
               on Project Runway who got voted off in one of the early rounds and insisted on me watching his highlight reel.
            

            
            None of them make me see what they’re describing. Especially Minnesota Jonathan.
            

            
            And that’s a problem.

            
            Because Lonnie is my last meeting, besides Stella, and she’s nowhere to be found. The row of chairs outside my office is empty
               for the first time since I started interviewing at noon, and I’m beginning to lose hope that she’ll show.
            

            
            I finish the interview with Lonnie, letting him know we’ll be in touch, either way. Now I sit, drumming my fingers on the solid pine of my desk. Restlessly, I pull her application back up and look for hidden messages, of which there are obviously none. It would be ethical to call her and ask if she’s coming, but it’s not something I would do for any of the other applicants, so I force my hand away from the phone. 

            
            With a sigh loud enough to wake the dead, I roll away from my desk and stand, taking about ten times longer than usual to
               pack everything into my leather briefcase, just in case she’s running late. I drop my phone and stoop down to get it—and that’s
               when I see a flash of something in the gap between my desk and the floor.
            

            
            Am I crazy or did something just move outside my office?

            
            Quickly, I straighten to my full height, but find my doorway empty.

            
            “Stella?” I call, grateful Leland isn’t here to make a Streetcar Named Desire joke, because he’s definitely the type.
            

            
            Getting no response, I come around my desk and walk out onto the empty main floor just in time to hear the stairwell door
               open and close. Who is taking the stairs down from the tenth floor when there’s a perfectly good elevator?
            

            
            The universe sends me another one of those here-comes-a-challenge skin prickles and I start to jog in the direction that the
               person (or possible ghost) just disappeared. I yank open the door to the stairwell and listen for footsteps, hearing a quick
               patter of them below.
            

            
            “Stella,” I say again, my voice echoing off the concrete.

            
            The footsteps stop abruptly. Several seconds pass.

            
            “I changed my mind,” she finally answers. “About doing the interview.”

            
            Oh boy. I forgot how much I like her voice. It’s got a sweet, smooth tone to it and she probably hates it like hell. “You’re allowed to change your mind,” I say, weighing my options. I don’t want her to leave. But I can’t exactly barrel toward her in a stairwell that looks straight out of an M. Night Shyamalan film. “Wow. My office looks like the North Pole. It’s lit up within an inch of its life. You’d have no idea we were sitting right on top of a portal to hell.” 

            
            I hear an intake of breath that sounds suspiciously like a laugh, but I’m not getting my hopes up.

            
            Damn. Too late. They’re up.

            
            “You might have mentioned you were the general manager when we met outside,” she says with a hint of bite in her tone.

            
            “If I’d done that, you would have been more diplomatic and less refreshingly honest.”

            
            “What a nice way of saying judgmental.” She releases a slow huff. “No, I would have been exactly the same.”

            
            “You’re right. You would have,” I say to the girl I can’t even see. “Can we go somewhere less soul-crushing to talk? I’ve
               got peppermint bark in my office with your name on it.”
            

            
            She groans. “I can practically hear the bow tie in your voice.”
            

            
            “It’s a Mrs. Claus theme today. That woman doesn’t get enough credit for holding down the fort.” I know it’s a risk, but I
               start to descend the staircase, slowly, like a serial killer. “Maybe we could spitball about a window dedicated to Santa’s
               better half. What do you say?”
            

            
            “I say you really can’t be serious about interviewing me. Hiring me.” There’s a shuffling sound, like those black boots of hers on the concrete landing. Hell, she wore combat boots to a job interview. There’s no way not to smile about that. “Look. Is this . . . some kind of window dresser casting couch situation? If so, I’m going to knee you in the jewels as hard as possible, even if I have to get on a stepping stool to do it.” 

            
            “And I would deserve that ambulance ride.” I continue down another five steps, watching her shadow move on the stairwell below
               me. “That’s not what this is.”
            

            
            “So what is it? You don’t seem the type to play a joke this elaborate on someone, but then again, I’ve been away awhile.”
               A beat passes. “Which you now know. Obviously.”
            

            
            The flutter of nerves in her tone makes me swallow. “Yeah.” I round the bottom of the staircase and she comes into view, leaning
               against the cinder-block wall of the landing six steps lower than me. And there’s no mistaking that she’s the source of the
               chest tug I’ve been experiencing for the last few days. I’m like a metal detector beeping over a silver dollar.
            

            
            Here it is. X marks the spot.

            
            She might be wearing the same boots, but her clothes are different. Her dress is tight, black, long-sleeved, made of sweater
               material. Thick gray tights cover her legs. Legs I definitely shouldn’t be checking out in a dark stairwell but can’t seem
               to help doing. It’s a shortish dress and those tights hug her thighs in a way that a priest couldn’t ignore, let alone a man
               who hasn’t had sex since . . . well, let’s not put a date on it. Pre-pandemic, at least. No need to remind myself that I hadn’t
               been intimate with anyone for a good while before that. Or that I’d taken a break from dating because women seemed to find my personality baffling.
            

            
            Too unusual. Too nice.

            
            And speaking of people who think I’m just a smile and a piece of neckwear—although this time, I can sense her questioning it, wondering if she’s wrong—there’s a folder in Stella’s hand. Which she promptly hides behind her back. 

            
            Okay, then. Here we go.

            
            I sit down on the top step, leaving her at the bottom, and her shoulders relax slightly. “Did you know my grandfather named
               this store Vivant because he wanted to impress a French lady named Camille? It didn’t even work. Now here we are fifty years
               later. Stuck with it.”
            

            
            “Your family owns this store,” she states slowly, clearly having no idea. “Wow. I guess it was a mistake to skim the About
               Us section of the website.”
            

            
            I wave that off. “Ah, it’s mostly boring nonsense about tradition and quality.”

            
            Her head tilts to the right. “You seem like a guy who would
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