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  Chapter one
Iris


I feel like a Santa Claus who’s eaten too many cookies and is now stuck in a chimney, unable to shimmy up or down. So much for my bright idea that I could easily step on a carton and climb through this open window that’s about five feet off the ground. I cling to the windowsill, not quite able to hoist myself all the way over, but I’m far enough off the ground that dropping back down could hurt. My stomach is on the sill, and my hands and elbows are holding me on, the wooden ledge biting into everything—splinters are a definite possibility. The box I stepped on to get a leg up is now a crumpled heap below me.
“Are you okay, Iris?” Jazmine asks from below me. “Ow. Ugh. There are so many prickly bushes here. Amelia, you should definitely stay on the path.”
“I can see your key card on your desk, Amelia,” I say.
Amelia, Head of Human Resources at Dream Company where we all work, is outside on a beautifully gardened gravel path, but her key card is in her hotel room. To save Amelia the 100-euro penalty for needing assistance after eleven p.m., I came up with the brilliant idea that I could climb in through her open ground-floor window, retrieve her key, and let her in. It must have been all the “let’s-think-out-of-the-box” exercises we’ve been doing on this company retreat in Provence with our new parent company, L’Etoile S.A.R.L.
“I probably should have just called the porter,” Amelia says. “But then he’ll think I’m an idiotic American. And what if he tells L’Etoile? And then L’Etoile thinks I’m an idiot?”
I’m the idiot. What if our L’Etoile colleagues see me hanging here? Oh no. I kick my legs. But I’m swimming in air, not water. C’mon, nonexistent arm muscles. Pull. This is your time to shine.
“Can you push me some more?” I bite out.
“I’m trying,” Jazmine huffs.
As some cool air brushes over the backs of my thighs, I wince. I have the uneasy feeling that all Jazmine did was push up my skirt. My arms are definitely weakening.
“I think I’m going to fall,” I gasp.
“Can I help?” It’s a man’s voice.
Oh, no. Is my underwear showing? It can’t be showing, right?
“Yes, please!” Hold. On.
“Sebastian, great timing,” Jazmine says.
Sebastian? The new guy in Legal?
Should I shimmy and try to get my skirt back down? I bite my lip and hold on tighter. If I shimmy, I’ll look like I’m doing some weird move to the windowsill. Or like I’m a worm.
Some twigs crack behind me as I presume Jazmine and Sebastian switch positions. I don’t dare look around. Please, let my underwear not be showing.
“Okay if I put my hands on your hips?” Sebastian asks. His voice is a deep timbre behind me, and it’s as if my hands want to loosen their grip on this windowsill and slip into the warmth of his arms. The smell of Ivory soap mixes with the night breeze.
“Yes, yes,” I say. I can’t hold on much longer. Especially when my body seems to have the completely wrong idea about this situation.
And suddenly two hands grip my hips, and my stomach is over the windowsill. Along the rest of me. Crash! Ouch! I don’t catch myself in time. I’m on the floor.
“Are you okay?” he asks.
No. I want to disappear between these wood boards.
“Yes,” I say, adding a cheery lilt to my voice as if I’m totally fine and my knees are not all scraped up—and I adore looking like an inelegant mess in front of a very attractive guy.
I stand and pull down my skirt. It’s dark, so maybe my underwear wasn’t visible? But at least Sebastian is an American colleague. Because my underwear would definitely not impress our French hosts.
I am so mortified. I can feel my cheeks flush.
I turn on the desk light and grab the key. I flash a thumbs-up out the window at the three shadowy figures standing outside, only the face of the man illuminated by the lamp. Amelia and Jazmine have retreated to the pathway, out of reach of the bushes.
“I’m Sebastian,” the man says as he steps forward. “I’m not sure we’ve met formally before.”
As if all the women at Dream Company in New York City didn’t immediately sigh in appreciation when he joined a month ago. Even I couldn’t help noticing him and I’d sworn off dating.
Should we really be doing formal introductions now?
“Iris Murphy,” I say. “Thank you. I was definitely stuck.”
“It was definitely a pleasure.” He flashes me a wicked grin.
I blush. Yes, my underwear was definitely showing. And I’m wearing my white full-coverage underwear—not at all sexy, especially with the cat pawprints. I close my eyes. Why did I have to wear those?
Still, given his smile and chiseled cheekbones, those dark-blue eyes, and his wavy blond hair, I’m sure he’s seen women in underwear before. Just maybe not granny underwear that looks like a cat stepped in pink paint and then massaged my butt.
“You’ve earned your good Samaritan points for the day,” I say wryly.
“I don’t think this qualifies,” he says with a slight laugh to his voice. “I couldn’t not help when it was like a luminous white flag of…”
My underwear was glowing? Great.
“Surrender?” I ask.
“That’s not quite what I thought, although it definitely works. Given that HR is right behind me, I’m not going to say anything else.” He gives me this half-smile that definitely hints at something more.
“You can’t leave me hanging,” I say.
“I didn’t. I’ll be off, then.” He backs up through the bushes, back to the gravel pathway that meanders among the cute little cottages at this French countryside resort.
That’s more in line with his usual behavior, according to the female office gossip. He’s gorgeous but aloof. All work and no play. I smooth down my skirt again. Patrick had the same complaint about me. My ice princess. That’s what he liked at first—that I wasn’t falling over myself to attract him. But that didn’t last. I sigh. I leave by the front door and meet Amelia and Jazmine outside. 
Amelia takes her key card, saying thank you again and waving good-bye. Jazmine and I walk down the path to our suite in the building next door.
“I can’t believe Sebastian came to your aid,” Jazmine says. “I wouldn’t have pegged him as the type to rescue a damsel in distress.”
“I wasn’t a damsel in distress. I would’ve gotten myself over the ledge eventually,” I say.
Jazmine pats my back. “Of course. Still, sometimes it’s good to recognize when you need help. You don’t have to do it alone.”
“Why wouldn’t you have pegged him as the type to rescue a damsel in distress?” Let’s not drop that far-more-interesting line of conversation. Does Jazmine also see him as distant?
“I mean, he seems like a great guy, but he doesn’t socialize much,” Jazmine says. “But I think he was definitely smiling when he passed me. Maybe he’s just the ticket to get you over your good-for-nothing ex.”
I shake my head. “Should you—as HR—really be advising me to date a work colleague?”
Jazmine laughs. “You know I’m all for dating in the office. If I could only get Aaron to notice me. We’re in France, and it’s a romantic, moonlit night.”
I swoop my arm through Jazmine’s. “And I’m happy to be here with you.”
Jazmine and I had met at an office public service event this past summer where we’d been paired painting a classroom. This past summer. I’d spent all my free weekends flying to Patrick’s rock concerts. I hadn’t seen my friends or family at all. When I was really down about my breakup with Patrick, she made me the absolute sweetest care package—with bubble bath, a romantic comedy book, hot chocolate mix, and a gift certificate for a Thai restaurant around the corner from my parents’ house. I’d moved back home when I had to leave the apartment I’d shared with Patrick.
“I really hope our flights home don’t get canceled because of a labor strike, like on our way over,” she says.
“Me too. Tessa’s engagement party is Saturday night, and I’m both the DJ and tech person. I don’t want to miss that.” Earlier this year, I’d missed most of my sister’s engagement party because of a cyberattack.
My phone beeps.
“Who is that?”
“My brother. Asking if I’m okay. Liam’s become such a worrywart ever since I texted him when I…found Patrick.” I still can’t quite say when I found Patrick cheating. “And asked him to help me move out.”
“You’re doing much better. And I know you don’t want to hear this, but you and Sebastian talking through that window looked sparky tonight.” Jazmine pulls out her key and opens the door to our cottage. “Anyway, are you ready for your presentation tomorrow on cybersecurity?”
“Yes, I even discussed it with my new French infosec colleagues. I think I impressed them. I keep feeling like this is some sort of test and not just let’s-all-get-to-know-each-other.”
“I get that vibe too,” Jazmine says. We look at each other and then shrug. I wave good-bye and let myself into my room next to hers.
I pull up Liam’s text to send him a picture of me smiling next to Jazmine in front of the Eiffel Tower from a few days ago—to reassure him. But I can’t help flipping back to our text exchange from that night. I had come home early from a cybersecurity conference, only to find two wineglasses, a trail of clothing, and a closed bedroom door. I’d texted Liam, who was dog-sitting in the neighborhood.
Me: Patrick…


But I couldn’t type out the words.
So I texted a photo of the trail of clothes. A black dress. Red bra. Patrick’s jeans. His lucky black shirt. A black pair of underwear. Boxers.
Me: Can u help me take my stuff home? Now.

Liam: I’ll kill him. You can stay there.


But I couldn’t. 
A framed photo of Patrick and me staring at each other, love shining out of our eyes, on my desk, had caught my glance. And it felt like a dagger piercing my chest. I still remember the bitter taste of blood from biting my lip mixing with the salt of my tears.
Patrick saying he was sorry—that she was a mistake. The woman objecting to being called a mistake. Saying she was sorry to me and yelling at Patrick. Me telling her it wasn’t her fault. Fatma swishing her tail angrily and hissing at them both. The woman helping me pack up and telling me to take the chocolate and the ice cream. I didn’t want the chocolate or the ice cream. I wanted my boyfriend, or rather the boyfriend I thought he was.
My stomach clenches. I’m definitely not ready to fall in love again.

      [image: ]No flight delay and no cybersecurity crisis. And this is most definitely New York City and not Paris or Provence, as my best friend Maddie and I pass the corner pizza store we haunted as kids. The smell of melted cheese wafts over as someone exits out the door, a pizza box in hand. We’re actually on our way to Tessa and Zeke’s engagement party. 
“I have such a good lead on this story.” Maddie is a reporter covering the city desk.
The gallery hosting Tessa and Zeke’s engagement party is in the middle of the block. In the top center of one narrow brick building, a woman perches on the windowsill, her face and body turned inward, her hand holding a cigarette out the window.
As we arrive at the gallery entrance, our friend Lily rushes up to us.
“I’m so glad you’re here. Tessa’s terrible paintings are gone. I put them right here”—she points at the front façade— “and I carried in the framed photos—because those are so personal—and I was sure nobody would take the paintings. But they’re gone.” Lily practically wails the last part.
“We didn’t see anyone coming this way carrying paintings,” I say.
Lily looks down the street the other way, but it’s empty. “I was only gone for five minutes. I got distracted buying Rupert a bulldozer T-shirt for Christmas.”
“They’ll be fine. They’re going to be so happy with the party and all their friends here to celebrate them. And Tessa will probably be relieved that she never has to be embarrassed by them again.”
Lily looks torn. “Maybe. Maybe I can pass it off that I ‘lost’ them on purpose. But they probably have some sentimental value, given that she painted them when she was trying to persuade Zeke she had some artistic talent.”
A cab pulls up, and Lily’s boyfriend, Rupert, alights. She rushes up to him and explains to him what just happened. 
He pulls her in to hug her tight. “Are there any building personnel helping you with the setup?” he asks.
“No,” Lily says. “I met the super here, and he gave me the key. Then he bicycled off.”
“Maybe you can call him and ask him if any security cameras monitor this area,” Rupert says.
“Great idea.” Lily smiles at him, and it’s one of those smiles you know you’re not supposed to see, meant for just the two of them.
I feel very single.
“Maybe we should focus on getting whatever else needs to be set up first, and then if we have time, we can try to find the missing paintings.” Maddie pulls me through the front door, leaving Lily and Rupert alone.
I make sure all the electronics work, including my playlist, while Maddie greets the caterers and sets them up in the small back kitchen. Lily and Rupert hang up various photos of Zeke and Tessa over the course of their relationship.
As Maddie and I stand off to the side, surveying the room, Lily joins us just as her phone rings. She hits the button to answer.
After a moment, her eyes grow wide. “In the garbage?” Lily screeches. “Okay, okay. In the back?” She listens for a second then hangs up and shakes her head. “He says he bicycled back to check on me, feeling bad that he’d left so abruptly, and saw the paintings leaning against the window. Apparently, artists leaving paintings outside the building is a thing. There’s a rule—any art left outside goes in the garbage in the back. I must have missed his return when I went to the bathroom.”
“I’ll look,” I say. “You stay here.”
I slip through the kitchen and out into the small backyard of the building. There’s a small iron table with chairs, a standing ashtray, a bike rack, and a very large pile of black garbage bags. One rectangular-shaped one in the back could hold Tessa’s paintings. I pull aside the first few bags. What do they put in these things? Full paint cans? I need to do that crouch and swing that the garbage truck personnel use. I pull in my stomach muscles, bend slightly, and get a swing going with the next one.
“Hello,” says a deep male voice from behind me. One that sounds familiar but I can’t place.
I turn around. It’s Sebastian—from the office—holding a bicycle. What’s he doing here?
“You,” I say.
“You,” he says.
“What are you doing here?” I ask.
“I’m friends with Zeke. We met when we both worked at Capital before I came to Dream.” He locks up his bike to the cycle rack. “How do you know Tessa and Zeke?”
“Tessa and I are friends from high school,” I say.
“Is there a reason you’re rooting through the trash?” he asks.
Great. First, I’m climbing through a window, and now I’m swinging garbage bags. Let’s not forget that in between, he saw me giving a presentation on the importance of not falling for phishing attempts—never click an email link unless it’s something you’re expecting and you’ve checked that the sender email address is legit and—oh yes, my face blushes—always shred your personal information because hackers will go through your garbage.
“The super threw out Tessa’s paintings, and I’m retrieving them,” I say. “I think it’s that bag in the back.”
“I’ll help.” He dispatches the bags pretty quickly, and I’m not ashamed to admit that I’m definitely enjoying the view of his muscles working underneath that white button-down. He pulls out the last bag.
I rip open the rectangular bag, and it is indeed Tessa’s paintings. Thankfully, they’re the only thing in the bag. I call Lily. “I found them.”
“Great! Phew. I don’t think we should hang them,” Lily says. “Let’s just lean them against the back wall. Too many people are here now.”
Sebastian is standing close to me, and when I look up at him, my heart does a little cardio dance like it’s become an animated cartoon. His shirt collar is open at the neck, and a ghost of a smile hovers as he gazes down at me with those very-blue eyes.
Get a grip.
I explain the plan to Sebastian, and he nods.
Wait, is this the Mr. Single Sebastian who Tessa has mentioned? My mouth drops open. One of Zeke’s friends who has no interest in dating? The guy who is also Rupert’s best friend? Lily also definitely said he doesn’t date.
“Wait—you’re the Sebastian who is friends with Rupert and Zeke and who doesn’t date?” I ask and then immediately regret it. Can I just hide in that pile of garbage bags?
What are the chances? It has to be him. He gives off the same vibe at work. Of course that’s the guy I would be attracted to.
He blushes.
He runs his hand through his hair. “I don’t think they have any other friends called Sebastian.” He coughs. “And I am happy being single, so I haven’t been looking to date lately. But I wasn’t aware I was such a topic of conversation.”
I make a slight scoffing sound. “Please. Lily loves to matchmake, and you’re Rupert’s single friend.”
So, most definitely not an option. All the better. He’s definitely not the type of guy I resolved to date next anyway.
The paintings look undamaged, none the worse for having been shoved in a garbage bag.
Sebastian picks up two paintings, and I grab the other two, following him back through the kitchen.
The party is in full swing when we enter the packed gallery. Zeke’s dog is the center of attention of one group of revelers. We discreetly lean the four paintings against the back wall behind the bartenders.
Zeke clinks on his glass with a spoon. “We promised no speeches, but I want to thank you all for coming to celebrate with us. We have the best friends ever, and I look forward to many more years together celebrating life’s milestones and enjoying every day together. Thank you, Tessa, for agreeing to be my wife and making me so happy.”
“Hear, hear.” We all clap as Tessa tears up and kisses him.
“And thank you, Tessa, for reminding me how important it is to step out of my comfort zone and take risks to get what you want.”
“Even if it does result in some very bad art.” Tessa points to her paintings.
“But a very solid relationship,” Zeke says.
There is more glass clinking, and Zeke kisses Tessa. I don’t look at Sebastian. We’re work colleagues, so I can’t just wave and disappear. But it’s so awkward to be standing next to him as Tessa and Zeke share a very tender embrace.
Tessa and Zeke break apart, Tessa looking very flushed, and the music starts up again. Oops. I abandoned my music post; Maddie is doing it.
Lily joins us. “Did you two finally meet?”
Sebastian quirks an eyebrow and says, “We work together at Dream.”
Her eyes widen, and I can practically see her matchmaking gears clicking in her brain.
“I have to go give Rupert a hard time for missing our squash game again,” Sebastian says.
Yup, definitely Mr. I’m-Staying-Single Vibes.
“Thanks for your help out there,” I say. “I’m supposed to be in charge of the playlist, so I should relieve Maddie.”
“I’ll relieve Maddie.” Lily turns around and practically runs over to the DJ station.
“Are you taking song suggestions? Do you want Zeke’s ‘getting ready to go out’ song?” Sebastian asks.
“You know that?”
“No, but Rupert definitely does. I’ll ask him and report back to you.”
“Is Rupert going to share that with you?”
“Are you doubting my powers of persuasion?” His eyes twinkle at me.
“Yes,” I say.
“You’re on.” He heads straight for Rupert. Maybe I misjudged him. He doesn’t seem so standoffish now. He’s helped me twice, and now he left our conversation open-ended with a reason for us to talk again rather than moving on to someone else, as so often happens at cocktail parties.
I walk over to join Lily and Maddie because DJing really is my responsibility.
Sebastian is grinning at Rupert, and he seems like someone who’s a lot of fun. I’m sure he’ll persuade Rupert to reveal Zeke’s “getting ready for a night out” song. But am I ready to pursue this feeling about him and possibly risk getting my heart broken again?






  
  Chapter two
Iris


I follow the “North Pole” signs lining the hallway to the conference room to participate in the Dream Company’s annual office Secret Snowflake gift exchange. The conference room is decorated for all denominations for the holiday season, and Eartha Kitt’s “Santa Baby” is playing in the background. A large menorah waits in one corner, ready to glow with light. A Kwanzaa candle display sits on the table, and a red-and-green half-decorated Christmas tree stands in another corner. Wearing an elf hat, which rather suits her, Jazmine is hanging some red bulbs on it. Amelia is supervising—with a tape measure in hand? 
“I think they need to be two inches apart,” Amelia says. “Set decoration and production design are coming, and I don’t want this to look unprofessional. What if Xavier shows up?”
Xavier is the CEO of Dream Entertainment.
“I think he will understand this is more about the spirit of Christmas.” Still, Jazmine hangs the red bulb where Amelia is pointing.
Amelia checks her list. “I’m going to check on the drinks.” She hands Jazmine the tape measure.
“I’m so tempted to stick a purple bulb in the center of this,” Jazmine mutters as Amelia walks away. Still, we hang the rest of the bulbs, properly spaced.
I recognize a few people: some from marketing, IT, and the studios. It seems like a good cross-section of the company.
“I plastered the accounting room with posters about this Secret Snowflake exchange, so I hope Aaron signs up—and I draw his name. I can give him a romantic dinner date for two,” Jazmine says. She’s had a crush on Aaron in Accounting for the past year.
“As long as you’re one of the two,” I say.
“I would be. Given the $30 spending limit, it would have to be me making a home-cooked meal for the two of us.”
“Very clever,” I say.
Whoever gets her as his or her Secret Snowflake will be lucky.
We meander over to the center table, which is full of home-baked goods and breakfast pastries. I pour myself a mug of hot chocolate and take a slice of Jazmine’s delicious chocolate babka. It’s her grandmother’s recipe. Croissants and bagels fill out the breakfast spread.
“Isn’t there anyone who interests you?” Jazmine asks. “What about Sebastian? He was quick to jump in and rescue you at the retreat two weeks ago. You guys looked cozy together when you were talking that night.”
I can feel my cheeks redden. “That was before I saw him at my friend Tessa’s engagement party and realized he is the Sebastian who has sworn to remain forever single. I definitely don’t want to pursue a guy who wants to remain single. What fun is that?”
“That seems a waste,” Jazmine says.
I laugh. “It’s such a waste.” I take a bite of the babka. “This is so good, Jazmine.”
“Thank you,” Jazmine says. “Do you know why he doesn’t date?”
“I don’t know. Lily doesn’t know either. Some bro code. Her boyfriend just says Sebastian has his reasons.”
“If I wasn’t interested in Aaron, I’d take that as a challenge.” Jazmine raises her eyebrow at me.
I shake my head. “I take it as a red flag. He was so hurt by someone in the past that he’s firmly declared that he’s a fortress now.”
“Hmm…except that sounds like someone else I know. Patrick wasn’t worthy of you, and he’s not worthy of being the reason you’ve taken a hiatus from dating.”
“I haven’t declared I’m a fortress.”
“But you’re not dating right now?” Jazmine shakes her head, the bell on her hat jingling.
“That was because of work. I’m definitely looking for a certain type of guy.” The opposite of Patrick. What had I been thinking? Patrick always complained when I had to work late on the nights he didn’t perform. Now I’m looking for a guy who supports my career wholeheartedly. The plan is to be absolutely systematic and rational when choosing whom I next date and vet him properly before tumbling into any romantic entanglements. “And I live with my parents. I can’t exactly bring a guy home and then it’s ‘meet my parents’ for breakfast. And if I call them up to tell them I’m not coming home, they’ll give me the third degree about how well I know this man etc.”
The room is filling up with more of our coworkers, and we retreat to a corner by the tree. I breathe in the pine scent. Maybe I should buy myself a small tree for my bedroom since I won’t be decorating my own apartment this year. Still, the goal is to have my own place by the new year, once I get my bonus.
“What type of guy? Any possibilities from the office?”
“I don’t want to date someone at work. Lily has a guy in mind from the library; he often comes in there to read. She just has to think of some way to bring it up.”
“I hope you get Sebastian,” she says. “You might be just the one to melt the ice fortress guarding his heart.”
“If I see him again at a friend’s party, maybe I’ll try to figure out his deal.”
“I can’t believe you guys have friends in common and you never met before he helped you through that window.”
“Shh. That’s a statement very much prone to misinterpretation,” I say.
“Or not.” Jazmine winks. “There was some definite heat. I was surprised when he volunteered to help.”
“I think we win the workaholics award,” I say. “But that engagement party was the one event we both couldn’t miss.”
“Well, your free time was also committed to attending Patrick’s concerts.”
My stomach clenches. I tried so hard. And for what?
Amelia announces that the Secret Snowflake exchange is now open for sign-ups and explains the rules. “Happiest of holidays to everyone!”
Everyone claps and whistles. I finish my cake and hot chocolate and throw out the empty plate and cup.
We walk over to the sign-up table. Jazmine pitches her name in the large brown burlap sack first. I write my name and desk location on the lined scrap of paper and then toss it in.
One of the guys from my cybersecurity unit, Hank, comes over. “Have you seen Raphael? I haven’t seen him since Kevin called him to his office this morning.”
“No. Poor Raphael,” I say. “Kevin has been impossible to please lately.”
“It’s probably a discussion about bonuses.” Hank smiles. “Are you actually signing up for this?”
“Yes. Aren’t you?”
“No. I’m just here for the free food. Why would I want a gift from someone who doesn’t know me? Or to have to spend my time buying crap for someone else?”
“I think you’re actually supposed to put some thought into the gifts. Enjoy the food,” I say as Jazmine grabs my arm to pull me away into a corner.
She squeezes hard. “Aaron is here!”
A tall guy wearing wire-rimmed glasses walks up to the sign-up table, followed by the rest of the accounting department. Jazmine’s posters definitely worked.
Clusters of colleagues mill about, conversations buzzing.
Amelia calls us all to line up to pick our Secret Snowflake from the burlap sack. Jazmine is nearly vibrating with excitement in front of me.
“I love the holidays,” she says.
“That’s lucky, given that you celebrate Christmas, Hannukah, and Kwanzaa.”
She smiles. “I know. But I love all the messages of hope, giving, family, and community. Don’t you?”
Yes, but I haven’t felt very hopeful recently. All I do is work—without much time to see family or friends. At least I’ll be able to get home tonight in time to decorate our family bar. But I used to love Christmas. Nothing compares to the joyful anticipation of Christmas morning—and all the family hanging out together.
Jazmine picks first. Then I put my hand in the sack, the rough burlap contrasting with the smooth feel of the paper. We move off to the side before we unfold our crumpled-up pieces of paper to reveal whose names we’ve drawn. All around us people are chattering, excitedly discovering their Secret Snowflakes.
Jazmine takes a big breath. “I can’t believe I’m nervous.”
“You should just ask Aaron out.”
“He’s an accountant. He probably doesn’t believe in dating at the office. I need to sneak into his heart so he can’t not date me. My strategy of running into him whenever he takes a coffee break doesn’t seem to be working.”
“No. He only seems to think you drink a lot of coffee.”
“Well, that I do,” she says, gesturing to her bright-pink thermos, now set down on the table near us.
I pat her back. “I can’t imagine anyone not wanting to date you. Really.”
She unfolds her slip of paper. “Ernest.” Her shoulders slump.
I unwrap mine. “Aaron.” I hand it to her and take her slip.
“Are you serious?” she asks. “You got Aaron!”
“And now you have Aaron. Happy holidays,” I say.
“Thank you. Are you sure?”
“Absolutely.”
Jazmine clutches the name to her chest, the biggest grin lighting up her face. I only hope Aaron is worthy of her.
“And Ernest is perfect for me.”
“Are you interested in Ernest?” Jazmine playfully punches my shoulder. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because I’m not dating someone in the office. But if I was going to date someone in the office, he would be a definite possibility.”
He works in accounting. He often has this quizzical expression on his face that is cute. He seems very…dependable. And trustworthy.
“I’ll try to find out the scoop on him from Aaron—if I ever actually talk to Aaron,” Jazmine says. “But Ernest and Sebastian have been eating lunch together lately. Maybe Sebastian is friends with him?”
“Really? That’s perfect. I can ask Sebastian what’s a good gift for Ernest and figure out why Sebastian has sworn off relationships.” I grin. If I give Ernest the perfect gift, it might spark his notice.
“You are interested in Sebastian.” She wags her finger at me.
“I am definitely not interested. He’s exactly what I’ve sworn off. But I’m intrigued by why he wants to remain single—as another person who’s joined the single bandwagon.”
“But given that he’s friends with Lily’s boyfriend and Tessa’s fiancé, doesn’t that speak well for him?”
“It speaks well for him, but not for a relationship with him. It’s bad enough that Patrick plays in bars around the Lower East Side and I periodically run into him. Imagine if I had to see Patrick for years at friend get-togethers.” I shudder. At least I no longer have to avoid the lower loop of Central Park. That was really annoying because I like to run there. Patrick cleverly wrote a song with a New York refrain, and the pedicabs love to blare it as they cycle tourists around, and for a while, I just couldn’t take it. Now if I hear his songs, my heart doesn’t ache like it did. And I don’t regret dating Patrick, because even if it did end painfully, I learned things about myself I couldn’t have figured out otherwise. What I’m looking for now is someone trustworthy and dependable, someone whose appeal is not on view—a hidden gem, so to speak. No more heart-melting, gorgeous rock stars for me.
“It seems like you’ve given Sebastian some thought.”
“I haven’t. Okay, maybe a few thoughts, and then I reminded myself of why Sebastian’s all wrong for me, including that—even though you disagree—dating in the office seems like a bad idea to me.”
“Sounds like a calculated risk to me. One that’s worth taking.”
“You were listening to our cybersecurity presentation the other day.”
“Of course.”
My phone beeps. I check it.
Raphael: Malware. Someone clicked on a phishing email.


“Work. I’ll see you later.”
“You never get a break. Thanks again,” Jazmine says. “I will definitely figure out a way to repay you.”
“Now I’m worried.” I wave good-bye and rush to Raphael’s office.
I knock and enter Raphael’s office. He points to his monitor. “I neutralized the malware and gave the employee a new laptop, but it’s lucky you implemented so much network segmentation. It was isolated to that area. I forwarded you the phishing email so you can add it to our database of successful examples.”
“Not like we need any more. What were they trying to steal?”
“I don’t know. We’ve secured the movie database,” he says. “That’s our most valuable asset. But we should knock some more items off our vulnerability assessment.”
“Will do.”
I leave Raphael’s office and head to the canteen to grab more coffee. It’s going to be a long day.
I type as I round the corner into the canteen—right into a hard chest.
“Whoa,” Sebastian says as he holds up a steaming paper cup of coffee, the lid now slightly askew.
I pull back. “I’m so sorry. Did it spill?”
“Only a little,” he says, retreating back into the canteen and setting down the coffee. Two brown spots dot the cuff of his crisp white button-down shirt.
Great. Now I’m also a klutz.
I grab a napkin, wet it, and dab at his sleeve. He smells of fresh air.
“You smell like you just came in from outside.” I look up at his face. I’m standing way too close.
He blinks. “I just met with Bob and then took a walk around the block to clear my head.”
“The meeting was that bad?” I ask. Bob is Dream’s General Counsel, so that doesn’t bode well.
He raises his eyebrows and looks off to the side then glances back. “Just a lot to think about. It seems like you’re also multi-tasking.” He gestures to my phone.
“Yes. Work’s been busy,” I say.
He unbuttons his cuff and reveals two spots of red on his wrists.
“You’re hurt,” I say. “I’m so sorry.”
“It’s okay, Iris,” he says.
The way he says my name makes my heart melt a little.
“I can just roll it up. I’m sure it will come out in the wash,” he says. “And I have an extra shirt in my office.”
“I’m so sorry. I wasn’t paying attention,” I say. “You need to run your shirt under cold water immediately so the stain doesn’t set. Let me get some ice for the burn. Run both your wrist and your sleeve under the cold water.” I walk over to the ice maker and wrap some ice in paper towels as Sebastian runs his shirt sleeve and wrist under cold water.
“The stain has already come out,” he says. “Don’t worry about it.”
I put the ice cube in the towel on his wrist. “But just keep this here for a little bit. I’ll feel much better.”
His eyes are a very deep blue, and his voice holds a reassuring deep tone. He really is so attractive. And at the engagement party, he was funny, teasing Zeke warmly.
Still, the absolute last person I should be intrigued about is someone who has sworn to remain single.
Jazmine enters the canteen. “You two look cozy.” She winks at me.
I shoot her a look. The last thing I need is Sebastian thinking I’m hitting on him, especially when I know he’s off-limits. So embarrassing.
“I was typing on my phone while I walked. I bumped into him and spilled his coffee,” I say quickly.
Aaron enters the canteen at that moment. Jazmine grins at me and mouths, Perfect timing.
“It’s a party,” she says. “Have you met everyone here?”
Aaron adjusts his glasses and says, “No. I’m Aaron. I work in accounting.”
“I’m Sebastian, in Legal. I’ve seen you around when I’ve met with Ernest.”
“Iris in Cybersecurity.”
“Good to meet you all,” Aaron says.
I realize I’m still holding Sebastian’s wrist and pressing an ice cube to it, and cold water is now dripping all over his shirt sleeve and the counter.
“I think I’m good now,” Sebastian says. 
I nod quickly, dropping his wrist. I throw the ice cubes into the sink and the wet towel into the garbage. His wrist looks better. The red spots aren’t going to blister. Sebastian rolls up his sleeves, revealing very attractive forearms. I’ve always liked that look on a man. Off-limits. Not for me. I’ve learned my lesson.
He secures the lid to his coffee cup and picks it up.
“Good to meet all of you,” Sebastian says. “I’m off.”
Jazmine tilts her head at me, indicating I should leave.
“Same. Me too.” I follow Sebastian out of the canteen into the carpeted hallway.
He stops after we round the corner, but this time, I manage not to bump into him.
“Didn’t you forget something?” he asks, a twinkle lighting up his eyes.
I have my phone. “I don’t think so.”
“Didn’t you want a coffee?”
Great. Now I look like a complete idiot. “I’m awake now. Having scarred you for life.”
“I doubt you’ve scarred me for life. And anyway, the care afterwards was worth the burn.” He smiles mischievously at me.
And this is exactly why he’s off-limits. Look at how easy it was for him to make that sound flirtatious.
“Do you want my coffee?” he asks.
“I’m not going to take your coffee too.” I should ask him about Ernest. “I have a question for you.”
And then suddenly my boss’s boss Kevin enters the hallway. “Nice to see you have time for socializing, Murphy.”
“Maybe you can stop by later to discuss that legal question,” Sebastian says.
“Perfect,” I say and retreat down the hallway to my desk. Does he actually think I have a legal question for him? Or was he just trying to help me by making Kevin think I was discussing work? Still, the privacy of his office will be much better for what I want to discuss with him.






  
  Chapter three
Sebastian


I close the door to my office and slump down in my chair. L’Etoile may close us down? The expectation when L’Etoile bought Dream was expansion—and it is the exact opposite? So that’s why Bob wanted me to get a handle on the financial numbers with Accounting these last two weeks. 
Here I thought I’d be General Counsel of Dream in two years and that would finally impress my dad. Instead, an unemployment check may be in my stocking. Maybe I shouldn’t have left Capital to work at this start-up. I knew there were risks, but I didn’t think I’d be out of a job.
My phone rings. Dad. It’s like he can sense when I’m vulnerable. Now that he’s retiring, he’s obsessed with pressuring me to switch from law to finance and work at the private equity firm he built with Neville. It’s not enough that he finally succeeded in convincing my sister, Annabelle—though at least she was smart enough to carve out her own spot in London. I’ve warned her not to trust Neville’s son, Nathan. No matter what. Don’t be the gullible guy who believed Nathan when he was using Emil’s corporate credit card and said he’d accidentally grabbed the wrong card, that he’d pay it back and clear up any misunderstanding. He didn’t. Emil was almost fired. I’d found out just in time.
She understands, to some degree, why I don’t want to work with Nathan in New York. Only she thinks, after that experience, I won’t be duped again. But it’s still hard for me to believe what Nathan did. How did he change so much, from the kid I spent hours playing with around the office on weekends while our dads worked?
I swivel my chair around to look out my window at the people walking on the High Line and take a few seconds to regroup. It’s cold out today, so only a few people, bundled up, wander along the meandering pathway through the garden that now grows in what used to be an above-ground railroad track. A work of art usually dominates the scene, but the Friends of the High Line must be in the middle of changing the exhibit. I pick up the phone.
“Are you coming home on Friday night?” my dad asks.
“Yes,” I say. “How are you feeling?”
“I’m fine,” my dad says. “The doctor even said I was doing better. Pepper and I did a whole lap around the Central Park reservoir today. About two miles in total from our apartment. We only inspected every other tree for squirrels. She’d say hello, but she’s sleeping at my feet.”
“Maybe you should take a nap too,” I say.
“I very well might,” he says. “Before your mom gets home and puts me to work.”
I chuckle.
“Just talked to Astor. He still has an opening at his investment company, and he’d be willing to train you,” my dad says.
And with that, our conversation leaves neutral territory.
Has Dad heard that Dream is in trouble?
“As a lawyer?”
“No. As a banker.”
“Dad, I’m not interested in being a banker.” The Hudson River, visible through the bare branches, is a murky green-gray-blue color today.
“You don’t have any power as a lawyer. You’re just playing with commas.”
“And you’re playing with lives. Remember, I watched you for years. Firing people when it had to be done for the bottom line. That’s not what I want to do.” I try to cushion the rejection. “And commas can be very important.”
“Just think about it,” my dad says. “Maybe you can be the finance guy who creates more jobs. You can’t do that as a lawyer. And I’m just worried that as the lawyer, you’re the service provider. You’re not the client. I built this whole company, and now Nathan will run it into the ground. Think about all those jobs being lost.”
“You need to tell Neville that,” I say. “And Annabelle will save it.”
Which is why Annabelle isn’t happy with my position. You’re just leaving it all to me to save Dad’s legacy. And to deal with Nathan, who sees the fund as his personal checkbook.
“I have thought about it. I went to law
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