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To everyone who loves a cheesy Christmas movie.








  
  Prologue
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“Chicago sure is beautiful at Christmastime.” 
Startled, Paige Ellis turned to see Gerry from HR standing right behind her. 
She had been lost in thought looking out toward the heart of downtown Chicago from the rooftop bar of LondonHouse, where her company was hosting their annual Christmas party. It was chilly and getting windy, but it was hard to pass up an opportunity to see this view.
“It sure is,” she replied lazily. “Excuse me, time for a refill,” she said as she looked down at her only half-empty glass of wine and then proceeded to chug it. The last thing she wanted was to get roped into looking at photos of Gerry’s pet iguanas again.
Besides, Paige hadn’t seen Chance since they arrived together an hour earlier, and she wanted to check up on him. She had been slightly miffed that he ditched her as soon as they walked in, probably to find his co-worker Trey to commiserate on their shitty work situation. He had tried convincing her to skip the party altogether, but Paige didn’t want to miss out on the free food and drinks and the above average goodie bags. 
She assumed Chance was becoming increasingly more disillusioned with his job than she was with hers—which was saying something. But she made a note of his unenthusiastic attitude, regardless. It wasn’t like her boyfriend to be in a mood like this.
On her way to the bar she passed a custom ice sculpture of a snowman their CEO had created, a table stacked with goodie bags, and the door to the women’s bathroom, which conveniently gave her a chance to reapply her lipstick and make sure her golden blonde hair was still holding a curl. Based on how lavish their parties always were, Paige would have thought she worked for a swanky corporate law firm, not Chicago’s fourth-largest marketing agency. 
She walked up to the bar at the same time as her counterpart, Brian. He was a nice guy, but Paige couldn’t help but feel slight animosity toward him. Brian was hired after her and promoted before her, which wouldn’t be a big deal if he actually had original ideas. But instead he just parroted what the online gurus were all doing and saying and got rewarded for it.
Thankfully, one of his work buddies sidled up next to him before she got trapped in another uncomfortable conversation, but she didn’t want to risk anyone else cornering her alone at the bar, so she ordered the quickest drink—a glass of white wine—and ambled around the party in an attempt to find Chance. 
Paige had started at the company right out of college in an entry-level marketing associate position, but in the last six years she had barely progressed like she had hoped. Paige felt so lucky at first to land this job, but it didn’t take long for her to realize that, unlike her fantasies, marketing jobs weren’t as sexy in real life as they were on TV. 
Now she was twenty-eight, underappreciated, stuck with the most uninteresting accounts, and was often left out of meetings she felt she should have been included in. 
Paige had finally gotten her first promotion at the beginning of this year, despite being the hardest worker and most innovative thinker on her team. Each time a new opportunity opened up in the past, the role went to guys like Brian or to new hires. Apparently, they finally decided to throw her a bone.
After her first three thankless years, Paige had polished up her resumé and geared up to go back on the job hunt. But then one morning she turned around from the coffee maker and walked right into Chance—the new hire in the IT department. 
Chance was over six feet tall with brown curly hair. He wore glasses, but not in a nerdy way. It took less than two seconds of eye contact for Paige to forget about her plans to find a new job. She was instantly hooked on Chance.
At first, they took their coffee and lunch breaks together. Chance was an awkward type of funny that Paige found irresistibly charming. She started looking forward to work each day, brushing off her frustration at how she was being treated by her own team.
Soon enough, casual lunches turned into after-work drinks, which turned into attending concerts, which eventually led to Chance asking her out on an actual date. Paige could barely contain her excitement when she broke the news to her roommate and BFF, Nadia.
She and Chance became inseparable, spending workdays together and hanging out with Nadia and her boyfriend, Linus, on a regular basis. Chance stayed most nights at Paige’s apartment, which she had purchased a year earlier with a generous inheritance check from her late grandfather that covered her down payment—one of the benefits of being the only child of an only child.
He was her first serious boyfriend, but Paige was sure they’d get married. After all, it was Chance who had said “I love you” first. He talked regularly about their future together, as if it were a given, which made Paige feel secure. Though when she brought up marriage, Chance always found a way to avoid the topic. 
What had started out as a casual office romance quickly turned into a serious relationship.
Three years later, she and Chance were both still at the company, but it was getting harder and harder to ignore her dissatisfaction with her job—promotion or not. 
And lately, Chance had been getting more fed up with his job, too. The company had been in the process of switching CRM systems so his team was slammed, not only with getting all of the systems updated, but also IT tickets from older employees who couldn’t figure out how to navigate the new platform. It had put a big damper on his mood, both in and out of the office.
He had been putting in overtime at work and was spending fewer nights at Paige’s apartment, and she couldn’t help but feel it was starting to impact their relationship. He acted distant when they were together and irritated when she called to check in, but she figured it was all of the added stress that was getting to him. She was looking forward to the upcoming Christmas break so they could reconnect and get some much-needed quality time together. 
Where is he? Paige thought to herself as she walked through yet another room at the party.
It was then that she heard his familiar voice from around the corner.
“Shit, man. I really screwed this up. I should probably tell her, don’t you think?”
Paige paused before turning the corner into the room. What is he talking about? Did he screw something up with the CRM migration? His boss, Jana, ran a tight ship. She wouldn’t take this news very well, especially since the team was already behind schedule.
“Dude, I don’t envy you,” she heard another man’s voice say. It sounded like his counterpart, Trey. “If you think you can live with it on your conscience, just pretend like nothing happened. But it’s up to you, man.”
Yeah, must be some IT department drama.
“If I cheated on my girlfriend I don’t know how I’d ever be able to look at her the same way again,” Trey continued.
Cheated? Girlfriend? Paige felt like she was falling from an airplane, tumbling toward earth with nothing to catch her. 
“What the hell is happening?” She didn’t realize she had said the words out loud and that her legs had moved her forward into the room until she was standing face-to-face with a pale-faced Chance. 
He looked like a deer caught in the headlights, and Paige immediately knew that whatever she heard next wouldn’t be good.
“I’ll leave you guys to it,” Trey said awkwardly before backing away and out of sight.
Paige’s hands were shaking enough to send some of the wine from her full glass over the edge.
“Paige, I—” 
“What is going on, Chance?” she demanded. “That sounded super sketchy. Please tell me it isn’t about what I think it is.”
“Fuck,” he groaned, rubbing his hands down his face. In their three years of dating, she had only seen him in a state like this once when his brand-new car had been rear-ended after a Cubs game.
“I slept with Diana.”
Paige stared at him blankly, sure that she must have heard him incorrectly.
“You . . . slept with . . . Diana? Diana, the new employee on the finance team? Diana, the pretty twenty-two-year-old blonde who always has her oxford shirts unbuttoned just one button too low, Diana? Diana, the—”
“Yes, for Christ’s sake. Yes, that Diana,” he admitted in a near whisper. “Paige, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for it to happen. We were both at the office working late one night and got to talking, and one thing led to another and . . . well, you know.”
Paige felt like she had gotten slapped in the face. Surely this is all a dream, she thought. Surely my boyfriend is not actually admitting to cheating on me with a twenty-two-year-old.
Paige took a step backward, and her eyes were suddenly glued to the toes of Chance's dress shoes. “I can’t believe this is happening.”
“You have to believe me, Paige. I feel terrible. It was a one-time thing. I’m begging you to forgive me,” he pleaded. Paige reluctantly raised her gaze to find that Chance’s face was as white as a ghost and he looked like he was about to puke. His eyes were wide with fear. 
She didn’t have it in her to feel sorry for him.
“Are you freaking kidding me?” Paige snapped. "Chance, you can’t cheat on your girlfriend of three years and expect her to just forgive and forget on a dime.”
Her world was collapsing in on her. Just ten minutes ago, she was staring out over the cityscape and the worst thing she could imagine was getting stuck talking to Gerry about lizards. Now she was staring at the man she thought she would marry with the knowledge that he had betrayed her. 
“I don’t think I’ll ever be able to trust you again.”
She took a few more steps away from the man she barely recognized anymore, her vision blurring as tears welled in her eyes.
“Paige, please.” Chance took a step toward her, but she batted away his arm and left the room, heading past the ice sculpture to the elevator, trying to remain undetected in the sea of her colleagues. Right before she reached the elevator, she stopped and turned around. Chance stood at the opposite end of the room, looking worse by the minute. But instead of closing the gap between them, she angrily snatched a goodie bag off the nearby table and pivoted back to the open elevator. 
She didn’t have the end of her relationship on her bingo card for the year, especially not right before Christmas. She was meant to be driving to Chance’s family house in Wisconsin in a week to spend the holiday week with them. Instead, she had tears falling on her phone screen while she sat in the back of a cab and looked up last-minute flights to visit her family in San Diego.
Twenty minutes later she was unlocking the door to her apartment and falling into the arms of Nadia, who she had texted on the elevator ride down at LondonHouse. Nadia already had a bottle of wine with two glasses sitting on the coffee table and a Lindsay Lohan Christmas movie queued up as she led Paige toward the couch.
“So, should we slash Chance’s tires first, or build up to that?” The expression on Nadia’s face was both serious as shit and sympathetic as she lifted a wine glass in Paige’s direction. Through her tears, she managed a smile and an eye roll. 
“No need for violence.” Paige sighed, plopping down next to Nadia. Instead of taking the glass from her hand, she reached for the full bottle on the table and settled into the couch. 
Nadia slung her arm over Paige’s shoulders and pulled her into a tight squeeze. “Good thing I brought two bottles.”






  
  Chapter 1
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Eleven months later . . .
This is certainly not what the movies prepared me for, Paige thought as she leaned back in her office chair. She swiveled around and watched her gray cubicle blur around her. 
Paige grew up watching movies like How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days, where the female lead character got to work on marketing and advertising campaigns for a diamond company. She saw big boardrooms with floor-to-ceiling glass windows and corner offices with incredible views. 
But just five minutes earlier, she had received an email from her boss with information about her new client—a local plumbing company whose brand was quite literally in the shitter. 
Sure, her office had fancy boardrooms, but she never got assigned the type of clients that were given catered meetings there. She was stuck in the cubicle farm and, even with her promotion nearly two years ago, still forced to work on the agency's C-list projects. 
As her cubicle came back into focus, she stared at the photos pinned next to her computer. There was a picture of her with her parents at the top of Willis Tower, taken last summer. She looked equally like both of her parents. She had her dad’s green eyes and pointed nose, and her mom’s oval-shaped face and dirty blonde hair. 
The other picture was of her and Nadia, her best friend and roommate. It was a photo from their trip to Nashville a few years ago. They had gone all out with the cowboy boots and bedazzled jean jackets. Neither of them had worn the boots since, but they made for a cute photo in the moment. 
Paige was waiting to leave work to meet Nadia for a Pilates class, followed by their weekly Thursday sushi and reality TV night. Their current show was Love is Blind. 
Nadia and her boyfriend, Linus, had gone on vacation for two weeks at the end of October, and the girls hadn’t had much time to catch up on the trip or their TV shows, so Paige was looking forward to some uninterrupted bestie time.
Friends since high school, Paige and Nadia were practically inseparable. Not only were they roommates, but they also worked a couple of blocks away from each other, making it a no-brainer to meet up for after-work activities.
Paige looked at the time in the corner of her computer. She still had ten minutes to kill to ensure she wasn’t leaving at the same time as Chance and Diana, a ridiculous practice she had gotten used to over the past eleven months.
After all the drama that happened with Chance last year, everyone expected her to leave the company. And the thing is that she absolutely wanted to, but on her own terms. 
Paige dreamt of being able to build her own marketing consulting business and being her own boss, but she didn’t want to quit after the breakup and have it look like she was trying to escape Chance or Diana. 
Besides, she barely made a livable salary and had little savings to fall back on at that point—especially after buying the last-minute flights back to San Diego last Christmas. So she told herself back in January that she would stick it out one more year to give herself more of a cushion before branching out on her own. 
Another twelve months of her salary plus the hefty end-of-year bonus the company always gave out would give her a more stable footing for freelance life.
That’s not to say the last eleven months haven’t been awkward as hell. In the days after last year’s Christmas party, Chance apologized profusely and begged for another chance. He went on and on, swearing it was just a one-time thing, a stupid late-night slip. There was nothing between him and Diana, and it was a terrible mistake he wished he could take back. 
It was far too soon for Paige to even consider forgiving him, and in more or less words she told him to fuck off. Chance was the guy she had pictured in her future, and his affair shattered everything she thought that future would look like. 
And though it sounded dramatic, his confession shattered her favorite holiday too. 
Paige had spent Christmas with her family in California to take some time and distance to process what had happened. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t get into the holiday spirit, which was a first for her. 
As angry as she was at him, she couldn’t help but miss him as she opened up her stocking on Christmas morning. They were supposed to be swapping stockings and gifts together at Chance’s parents’ house in Wisconsin, and being apart for the holiday gave her some new perspective.
When New Year’s came around, she felt ready to sit down and talk with Chance about reconciling. She loved him, and even with this betrayal she felt like their relationship was worth a second chance. 
She sent him a text right before her plane back to Chicago took off and switched on airplane mode. When she landed four hours later, she expected to see his grateful response, but only a welcome home text from Nadia came through. It wasn’t until she was clicking through her Instagram stories that she saw posts from colleagues who had gotten together for a New Year’s Eve party, with Chance and Diana cozying up in the corner sharing a midnight kiss.
Paige sunk into the airplane seat and replayed the story about ten times before finally believing what she had seen—Chance’s deep regret for his actions apparently had an expiration date. 
By the time everyone was back in the office a few days later, the gossip was buzzing, and Paige couldn’t avoid the looks of pity being thrown her way no matter how hard she tried. 
Meanwhile, Chance and Diana made no effort to hide their new relationship. It was like nothing changed at all for Chance. He took the same coffee breaks, ate his same turkey sandwich at lunch, but instead of doing these things with her—like he had for the last three years—it was Diana at his side. 
Despite her heartbreak, Paige was determined to maintain her composure at the office and stay focused on her work just long enough to build up the savings she needed to leave it all behind.
And on days like today when she got assigned to a crappy client like this plumbing company, she couldn’t help but check the countdown on her calendar to January, when she was planning to give her two-week notice. The company should be sending its end-of-year bonus email any day now. This is the email she was anxiously awaiting—the email that would give her an exact idea of how much of a cushion she could have for her freelance venture. 
As much as she complained about her company and her below-average salary, they certainly gave out above-average bonuses each Christmas, in addition to their annual over-the-top and lavish holiday party. It was the single thing that had kept her going this past year. 
Well, that and the support of her parents and Nadia. 
It was twenty after five and time for Paige to make her way to the Pilates studio.
She glanced at her email one last time before shutting her laptop, packing up her purse and grabbing her gym bag. 

      ***“These guys are just saying what the girls want to hear,” Nadia said with a mouth full of California roll. “Ten bucks says Josh has a girlfriend outside of the show.”
The girls were sprawled out on their couch in their pajamas with three rolls of sushi and a carton of edamame on the coffee table in front of them. The Pilates class had kicked them in the butt and they weren’t planning on moving the rest of the night.
“For a woman madly in love, you sure are a cynic when it comes to dating shows.” Paige laughed. 
“I mean, it’s because of Linus I’m so judgmental!” Nadia said. “All these men just seem so childish and immature. Except Nate. Nate passes the test.”
“Well, I’m sure Nate would be thrilled to know he made your cut. Do you think if you and Linus did this you would have picked each other?” Paige asked.
The premise of the show had always fascinated her. Singles meeting and getting to know each other behind a wall was certainly an interesting way to fall in love. But Paige wasn’t sure she bought into love without physical attraction.
“Erm, I want to say yes, but as you remember it was my extreme beauty that made Linus come over and talk to us at the bar that night,” Nadia said as she batted her eyelashes at Paige.
Paige had only a vague recollection of that evening, thanks to an extremely boozy Long Island Iced Tea. She and Nadia had been in Chicago for a year and a half and took advantage of the bars and clubs on most weekends. They were twenty-three, single, and not looking for anything serious. But everything changed that night. 
The girls were standing at the far end of the bar, giggling as they brought up memories from their college escapades. Nadia had noticed the group of guys across the bar looking in their direction, pointing out the one with the glasses in the button-down. 
To be fair, they were both looking pretty hot that night. Paige had gone for black jeans and a black leather jacket, which made her dirty blonde hair seem a bit more blonde than it really was. Meanwhile, Nadia had chosen a black miniskirt with a tight bodysuit—a look that accentuated her bigger-than-average boobs. 
She had just gotten her jet-black hair cut into an above-the-shoulder bob and was wearing red lipstick. There was no way men weren’t going to stare at her.
Sure enough, after twenty minutes of stolen glances, the cutie in the glasses found the nerve to walk up to her and ask her for her number. He had no weird pickup lines or gimmicks, just an old-school and arguably romantic approach. 
And that is how Nadia met Linus Eriksson, her boyfriend of six years now, and honestly one of the best guys Paige could have chosen to date her lifelong best friend.
“Hey, Paige, speaking of Linus, I actually want to talk to you about something,” Nadia said, lowering the volume on the TV. Her expression screamed, I-hate-that-I’m-about-to-say-this.
“Linus asked me to move in with him while we were on our trip last week. He’s dropping major hints at a proposal over the holidays, and he really wants us to start building more of a life together,” Nadia said, then exhaled loudly as if she’d been holding her breath. 
Paige had known this conversation was imminent, but it didn’t make it any easier to finally face the reality of their changing circumstances. 
Nadia had been her roommate since freshman year of college. And since Paige was an only child, Nadia had become like a sister to her. Living with Nadia was comfortable and fun. She felt like home. And in this last year of heartbreak, having Nadia had been her saving grace.
Paige didn’t quite know what to feel in this moment. There were so many mixed emotions. She was sad for herself because she would be losing the privilege of having her best friend living just down the hall. But she was genuinely happy for Nadia. Nadia loved Linus, and Linus loved her. They were so happy together, and after dating for six years, it didn’t come as a shock to Paige that they were ready to take this next step in their relationship. She knew it was finally time for the sun to set on her
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