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        To all the lumberjacks out there. You make it look so easy a city boy could (maybe, possibly) do it.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Ghost of Ex-mas Past

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        My high school sweetheart left me to pursue his fortune—and I still have to spend every Christmas with him.

      

        

      
        It’s what I get for falling in love with the boy next door. His parents are my parents’ best friends, so even though we went down in flames, every Christmas we had to stay in the same crappy cabin together stuffed with holiday cheer while our families reveled in their perfect lives. 

      

        

      
        I’m not trying to be a scrooge about the whole thing, but it’s hard to be stuck in a snowy cabin with my first love.

      

        

      
        For Christmas present, things have changed. We’re getting a cabin upgrade and Charlie is NOT flying in with his family . . .

      

        

      
        Because I’m his ride. 

      

        

      
        A ploy from our mothers, no doubt.

      

        

      
        And now I’m stuck in a car with the man who broke my heart.

      

        

      
        He seems different this year—humble and generous. But I swore that I’m done with dating in the city—I want a small-town, charming man in my life, not the disastrous finance and tech bros on the dating apps. 

      

        

      
        I still see the ghosts of his past self, though, and after all these years, Charlie’s decided he wants me back. 

      

        

      
        I doubt he’s changed that much—he’s still a workaholic, and he amassed his new wealth through drive, ambition, and going for exactly what he wants.

      

        

      
        And what he wants this Christmas . . . is me.
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Bea

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m having the best Hallmark-induced daydream ever.

      I’ve traded the Manhattan office I’m currently sitting in for a crystal-clear blue sky above me and trees around me. The frozen lake is perfectly smooth and the pines are snowcapped and picturesque. I’m surrounded by townsfolk and gracefully skating along until I lock eyes with a handsome, flannel-clad man skating toward me. He gives me a slow smile, and then I trip on something—a bump in the ice, maybe—and I fall, but like, in a sexy way, and he catches me and⁠—

      Okay, scratch that. First of all, if anyone can fall in a “sexy way,” it’s not me. I’ve never ice-skated before, not even a few blocks away at Rockefeller Center, which is packed right now since it’s December. Second, I am not even sure a small town in the Catskills like Here, New York, is going to have a skating rink. Sure, Here looks cute as hell, but it’s also pretty tiny—one small ski resort and a handful of restaurants and shops that make up Main Street.

      Fine. Well, what if I take the flannel idea for a run with a different fantasy? In the backyard of the cabin my family is renting for the holidays I hear this loud thwacking noise. It’s a lumberjack—beard and everything—chopping wood for us. He catches sight of me, drops the axe (in a careful, safe way so he doesn’t lose any toes), and sweeps me into his arms. We make out against the woodpile, my hands running underneath that flannel until⁠—

      Damn it. It’s cold outside. My nips would cut glass.

      Unless he’s got a fire going.

      Well, that wouldn’t solve the problem of splinters from the log pile. I do not want rough-hewn wood anywhere near my sensitive parts, thank you very much.

      What if I’m in one of Here’s adorable locally owned shops and we both reach for the same . . . I don’t know, snow globe? And our hands touch and there’s a spark of electricity and⁠—

      “Bea? Hello? Earth to Bea!”

      I blink back into focus and out of my daydream.

      Sigh. Goodbye, sexy mountain man.

      Instead I’m in my boss’s office with him and his wife. It’s not unusual for us to have a casual lunch together. Clara often brings in food for both of us and she knows the best restaurants.

      But right now, their attention is on me and Clara is smirking.

      “Sorry, did you need something?” I ask, ready to put my food down—bao buns from that Chinese place a few blocks away—and step back into my job as executive assistant.

      Nash shakes his head, a small smile on his face. “No, but your phone’s been buzzing nonstop.”

      “Shit.” I snatch up my phone from the arm of the chair and check the notifications. Way to be snoozing on the job, Bea.

      “Not that one,” Clara corrects. “The one in your purse.”

      Oh. Well, that’s my personal phone. I feel less bad, though my phone buzzing enough to annoy Clara—not technically my boss but close enough—isn’t great either.

      Don’t get me wrong. I like Clara and Nash a lot. Nash is the CEO of Heartly, a social media company built on positive vibes and wholesome content, and Clara runs food tours in the city focused on immigrants and their food culture. Calling them friends wouldn’t be accurate, though—this is business.

      I pull my personal phone out and check the screen. Oh boy. I’ve got email notifications popping up like crazy.

      Usually my phone is on Do Not Disturb during the workday, but I have it scheduled to be off during my break. I often leave it at my desk, like when we have meetings or a work lunch, but today, since we just got back from an off-site meeting, my phone is with me.

      I open my email and scroll through the messages. It’s all one long thread and in my head I form a quick “TL;DR”: Dad wants to change the rules of our family secret Santa. The rest of the messages are mostly my three sisters chiming in something to the effect of no way and Why? The way we do it is fun.

      Secret Santa isn’t something I need to worry about right now, so I turn DND back on and tuck my phone away.

      “Anything interesting?” Clara raises a dark eyebrow at me.

      I shrug. “Christmas planning.”

      “You’re going upstate, right?” Nash asks. He’s in a suit, like always, this one a deep blue that complements his dark features. I know so much about Nash, not only from working for him but from all the media attention he gets. He’s young, handsome, the estranged son of Arab immigrants, and he recently was handed the reins of Heartly from his former mentor and surrogate father, Clara’s dad.

      “Yup. In the Catskills.”

      Clara pops the last of her bao bun into her mouth. “Let us know how it is. Maybe we’ll go there next year.”

      She says it sincerely, but I snort inside my head. Last year, they—Nash, Clara, and her immediate family—spent the holidays in the Alps at a gorgeous chalet. This year, they’re going to Finland to watch the northern lights and visit Santa Claus Village. Nash is surprising Clara with a food tour where they’ll learn how the native peoples survived winters and preserved food. Since the family includes Clara’s niblings, which are all under the age of seven, it seems like there’s something for everyone.

      Here isn’t nearly on the same level of these globe-trotters’ Christmas plans, but it is a hell of a step up from Pithole, PA, where my family used to spend the holidays.

      I’ll take it.

      Clara changes the subject. “How was your date the other night?”

      “Oh my god, amazing. Thank you so much for recommending that tapas place. I ordered the croquettes and they were To. Die. For. I’m serious,” I insist when she laughs. “The server had to perform CPR; it was a whole scene.”

      “I meant the man.”

      “Oh.” I wave my hand to indicate that the man I had a date with isn’t even worth discussing.

      There’s an epidemic of shitty dates occurring across bars, restaurants, coffee shops, pubs, diners, and yes, even the occasional hot dog stand, all the time in this city. My bad dates are nothing special.

      Though this one was, in fact, pretty damn bad. I don’t tell guys I’m an EA super often on the first date, but this one, a finance bro who lives in Tribeca, continued to ask me about work. The disdain on his face when I said “assistant” should have had me end the date there.

      Alas, my Hallmark-fueled romantic heart valiantly tried to avoid flatlining before dessert, but after Raj picked up the check and told me we were going to my place (presumably for sex), it gave up the ghost. Sadly, it was also not the first time a date has assumed he gets to have sex with me after one date.

      RIP my love life. Time of death, 8:45 p.m.

      That was my twelfth date in a row where I didn’t like the guy enough to even kiss him. Granted, I work too much to go out on many dates, so the last time I had a man-induced orgasm was seven months ago when I swiped right and had a one-night stand while in London for meetings.

      Honestly, city men just suck. There’s something about the concrete jungle, smog, and incessant press of people that makes them careless. As much as I enjoy my job, there’s nothing else holding me to New York.

      I know how amazing love can be. I fell in love once and got left behind for a big city and all its opportunities and wealth. Furthermore—I want a family. I’m twenty-eight now, which I know is still young, but when you do the math . . . a year to date, a year to plan the wedding, a year of married bliss, then three to four kids over eight or ten years . . .

      I feel old just thinking about it. And two of my sisters are in committed relationships. My kids should have cousins their own age to play with. The clock is ticking, people!

      That’s why I’m going to keep my options open when I get to Here. There’s a flannel-clad, outdoorsy small-town man in my future. I can feel it.

      There’s a ding and then an echo of a ding across the room when two phones go off with calendar notifications—mine and Nash’s—and it’s time for us to go to the conference room for a meeting. I check my makeup and hair—flawless and smooth. Clara waves us off, insisting she’ll take care of the trash and tidy up, so Nash and I grab our things and go.

      On the walk, I check my personal phone again. The most recent email is from my mom, and it says, Bea, are you okay with that?

      I’m not sure what they’ve settled on, but I’ll catch up on the email thread later. I’m sure whatever they decide is fine.

      Yup, totally fine, Mom. See you soon.

      We step into the conference room and have our meeting with the advertising team. I sit next to Nash and take notes on what he needs to accomplish until I hear a familiar name.

      “Wait, what did you just say?” I ask Miles, the lead.

      “Uh, how far back do you want me to go?”

      “The bit about Rivrse.”

      “Rivrse does sensors for virtual reality technology. Their product is currently being used in the ImmUniverse headsets.” Miles turns back to Nash. “We’ve noticed that ImmUniverse is now targeting ads on our platform based on customer data they shouldn’t have access to, and we think it’s coming from the Rivrse sensors. A few employees are testing out their VR headsets and looking for some data points, but it’ll take a while to figure out what’s actually happening. We probably need to call in legal to figure out if what ImmUniverse is doing is against our policies.” He grimaces.

      Nash’s gaze meets mine, and he raises an eyebrow, probably wondering what my sudden interest in VR headsets is about.

      My brain is still catching up and trying to reconcile what I know about Rivrse—which is, actually, not much. But I do know a lot about the CEO of Rivrse . . . he’s my ex.
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            Chapter 2

          

          
            Charlie

          

        

      

    

    
      With every step I take away from the meeting I just left, I give more and more serious thought to screaming FUCK out loud.

      In the five months since I’ve opened an office in New York, I’ve seen some pretty weird things. Two weeks ago, I saw a bike messenger get hit by a taxi. He jumped up unharmed, screamed, “I am god!” and sprinted down the street, leaving his bike behind with the flummoxed cabdriver.

      So, basically, New Yorkers are used to some bizarre shit.

      However, the man by my side keeps me from lashing out at the universe. Arlo, who’s been my mentor for almost nine years, has his hand on my shoulder and squeezes once, as if he knows how pissed off I am.

      It’s a short walk to my new office in Two Bridges. Arlo and I enter the building, ride the elevator, and pass the approximately twenty employees that make up the New York office of my company, Rivrse, in silence.

      Finally behind the closed door of my office, I sink into my chair, face in my hands.

      “Fuuuuucccckkkkkkkk.”

      It’s quiet. Or, at least, quieter than what I wanted to do when we left ImmUniverse.

      “I know it’s not ideal,” Arlo says. “But it’s a good sign that they haven’t backed out entirely.”

      ImmUniverse has just decided that they need more time to do their due diligence, and we’ve all agreed—begrudgingly on my part—to push the sale of Rivrse to ImmUniverse back till January.

      “I feel like I’m being punished for making a smart financial decision,” I complain. We recently signed a deal with a Korean phone manufacturer. Over the next five years, it’ll double sales of our proximity sensors. I know it was a good deal, and Arlo and I discussed it ad nauseam.

      “I know,” Arlo says, voice full of sympathy and patience. He’s got a stake in all this too—not only has he supported many of my projects, most of which haven’t gone as well, but he’s brokering the sale. While he mentors former university students (like me) and sits on the board of a VC firm, most of his income is from helping start-up founders (also like me) exit their businesses. “But the contract is good. ImmUniverse will review the terms and see that too. They’ll be glad that you’ve diversified your income in the international market.”

      I hope so. I’d been working on this new contract since before I had decided to sell my business.

      “Okay. I just wanted this to be done before the holidays so badly.”

      Arlo leans forward, steepling his fingers. “I know. I could see on your face how disappointed you were. And I bet they could too. But you’ve got to remember that if they think you’ll do anything to get the sale to go through, it doesn’t matter how strong your valuation is or what comes up in due diligence. They’ll offer less. And I know you don’t want that.”

      I want both. The whole point of selling Rivrse is the money. I just bought an apartment here in the city, and I want to buy my parents a new house and let my mom quit her job.

      In the boardroom of ImmUniverse, I saw part of my dream crumble.

      In some Christmas that will never come to pass, I announce at dinner that I’ve sold Rivrse and am taking time off to pursue the next thing I want most in life—a family.

      It isn’t just my parents sitting at the table. It’s their best friends and the couple I consider my second parents, Erik and Jody. They love me like a son, and seeing the four of them beam at me in pride would be so satisfying.

      Okay, well Erik and the moms would beam. My dad would probably make an impressed grunt and slap me on the back.

      And then, at this fictional dinner, there would also be Jody and Erik’s four daughters—three of whom are like sisters to me.

      But that fourth one . . .

      That fourth sister is the one I let get away.

      Bea.

      I make good money now. My savings account is, by most measures, huge. I’m living in the same city as Bea for the first time since we graduated high school.

      I won’t ever have to worry about money the way our parents did. I won’t ever have to say the words Bea said our senior year of high school when we talked about college: “I can’t afford it.”

      My kids won’t ever get shipped away to their grandmother’s house while their parents fight over money troubles.

      If I can close this deal, I’m set up for the next phase of my life—love and family . . . maybe even with the one I let get away.
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            Chapter 3

          

          
            Bea

          

        

      

    

    
      A few weeks later, I arrive home from the last pre-holiday workday. I kick off my shoes on a sigh and walk into the living room. My roommates, Brin and Marco, are sitting very close together on the couch and Marco closes his laptop.

      Maybe they were looking at porn.

      We’ve been living together for a few months, and with my work schedule and attempts at having a dating life, I don’t know them super well, but they lived together before moving in with me. Our place is a cramped two-bedroom in Manhattan, but so far they’ve been great roommates. Much tidier than me.

      Speaking of which, before any of us can say anything, I spin around and double back to the door, where I pick up my shoes. I don’t want to be that roommate who leaves her shit out for other people to trip on. I carry them to my bedroom and toss them inside my messy room before closing the door and turning, hands on my hips, to face my roommates.

      “What are y’all up to?” I raise an eyebrow.

      “Nothing,” Brin says cheerily. “How was your day?”

      I eye them. Marco has a great poker face—no, of course, your dirty dishes weren’t in my way—while Brin has absolutely zero poker face. Right now, she looks guilty as hell, which is better than being annoyed that my mess has spilled out of my room.

      At work, I’m hyper organized. At home, not so much. My last roommate, Michelle, was also messy, so our apartment was not great. I’m barely home, so it didn’t matter much to me, but when she moved out and I deep cleaned the kitchen before posting a listing, even I had to admit it was pretty gross.

      I’m disorganized, but not dirty. Michelle was dirty, and in my chaos, I never noticed.

      Now, though, I have these two, who keep the place spotless and share a bedroom. There are two beds, so I’m not a hundred percent sure that any shenanigans are going on, but I am one hundred percent sure that they at least have pants-feelings for each other.

      I eye them, innocence and guilt side by side on my couch, and decide that if they don’t want to talk about whatever’s going on between them, fine, whatever. I can pretend too.

      “My day was good. The office was pretty empty and I can always get more work done when that happens.” I check my watch. I left work early, but not that early, and I only have half an hour to pack before I plan to get on the road. Traffic is going to be a bitch, and it’s already a fading winter afternoon outside, so there’s no way in hell I’ll be making it to Here before it’s dark out, but at least I can still make it in time for
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