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      Wes Calvin is out of time—and out of options. He needs a date, a fake girlfriend for the company Christmas party. One night, just long enough to keep his family off his back for the holidays. When he mentions his dilemma to his building manager—an eccentric, meddling sweetheart—she assures him she knows just the woman for the job.

      Holly Monroe wants nothing to do with a spoiled trust-fund pretty boy. But after her building manager rescues her from spending Christmas homeless, she feels obligated to accept the ridiculous blind-date setup. 

      One night. One fake holidate. She’ll smile, sip some eggnog, and say Feliz Navidad on her way out. 

      But then Wes shows up at her door.

      Holy Christmas.

      Suddenly she can’t hear a word he’s saying over the sound of—wait, are those angels singing?

      Maybe this fake date isn’t going to be so fake after all…
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      What am I going to do? I glance around the shop. For two in the afternoon, it’s hopping. Must be coffee break time. Hints of cinnamon and nutmeg hang in the air. Christmas carols my mother listened to as a child play through the speakers and soft white lights dangle along the counter and display cabinet.

      “Holly?”

      I need to find a place to live. I’m not at all comfortable sleeping in my car. Bourbon, Texas, may be relatively safe, but it’s freaking cold this year. I have savings, but I’m not swimming in cash, and I’ll never find an affordable apartment on such short notice.

      “Holly?”

      Shit. I snap out of it and move my feet, making my way to the barista, calling my name to retrieve my holiday spiced latte, something I desperately need today.

      “Thank you.”

      Turning, blowing across the top of the chocolate-sprinkled foam, I scan the room for an empty table. There’s one remaining in the back corner near the restroom. Not the optimal spot, but I’ll take what I can get.

      I spy a professional-looking middle-aged couple eyeing it, probably arguing over who’s going to snag the seats and who’s going to stand in line and pay for their afternoon pick-me-up. I refuse to lose a table too. I make a mad dash to grab it before they can play out rock-paper-scissors. Yeah, yeah, I should probably do the polite thing and offer it to them, but you know what, I’m cold, I’m tired, and I need to figure shit out. With a sigh of relief, I set my drink down, my phone beside it. Then I remove my coat and place it over the back of the chair before sinking onto the seat. One problem solved. Next?

      Oh yes, accommodations. If it wasn’t for my last boyfriend being such an asshole, I might consider asking if I could crash on his couch for a few nights. But knowing him, he’d take that as an opportunity to yet again explain the benefits of saving my money. Investing it. Planning for the future. You’d think I was a total idiot. He always reminds me of Ms. O’Brian, my high school math teacher, and the nasal tone she’d take when explaining fractions for the umpteenth time.

      I understand the concept and benefits of having a nice savings account to rely on. But you know what? I will only live once. I have no dependents and no significant other—and I sometimes like to buy nice things for myself. Is that a crime?

      Okay, sure, I also need to have a roof over my head. It’s not my fault the relationship didn’t work out. I have the worst luck with men. I think I should give up. No way in hell I wanted to stick around that apartment, watching while he dated other people. Not that I cared about that either. No, his new dates didn’t bother me in the least. However, the comparisons, the comments about my homelessness, and my lack of planning for a rainy day, those snide comments I could do without, thank you very much. Rich people think they have all the answers.

      So here I sit with most of my worldly belongings in the back of my car—the rest are in storage—two weeks before Christmas and nowhere to plant my butt.

      The first few notes of the Grinch theme song startle me, and I glance at my phone. Awesome. Could this day get any cheerier? I pick it up and hit the answer button.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “Holly, where are you?”

      “I’m sitting in a coffee shop.”

      “What are you doing sitting in a coffee shop?”

      “Having a coffee?”

      “Don’t be smart, young lady.”

      Rolling my eyes, I take a sip of my latte lest words fall from my mouth that will not be well received. The last time I reminded her that I’m thirty-one, she reminded me that she’s still my mother.

      “I just called your apartment.”

      “I’m not there.” Great. And with my recent string of bad luck, Gerald was home and answered the phone.

      “Gerald said you’ve moved out.”

      Rat bastard.

      “Yes, Mom. I moved out.”

      “Why on earth would you do that?”

      “Because I don’t think me living there would go over so well with his new girlfriend.”

      “Gerald doesn’t have a new girlfriend.”

      That is true. He has a few at the moment. I’m hoping he takes my advice and lays out his investment suggestions on the first date so he can see if any are worthy of a second date. A part of me also wonders if he strung a few of us along when he dated me until we sealed the deal and became a “couple.”

      “I think you’re being too harsh on him, Holly.”

      “Mom, we have nothing in common. It was time to move on.”

      “How can you say that? You lived with him for six months.”

      Yes, I did at that. Call me an idiot. It took time to discover the man had a serious issue with money—as in he had lots of it. Something my mother loves about him. And although that really shouldn’t be a problem, all of his friends had lots of money too. Which meant they all had a similar attitude about it and didn’t miss an opportunity to lecture me on the advantages of being rich. Couldn’t I just find a hardworking guy?

      “Look, Mom, I really need to go.” I have a latte to drink and an apartment to find.

      “Tell me where you’re living so I know how to reach you.”

      I glance around the café. It’s filling up with more people. Each time the door opens, the bells above it jingle, and a cold wind swirls about the room. Probably because it’s snowing outside. It is pretty as it falls slowly to the ground, though.

      “Ah, with a friend.”

      “Which friend?”

      Hmm. Let me think. As I sit and ponder how to answer this question, I notice a Betty White look-alike staring at me from a table about six feet away. She’s even got a mischievous twinkle in her eye and a friendly smile that she’s aiming in my direction. I’d glance behind me, thinking she’s looking at somebody else, but my back is to the wall. Instead, I raise my free hand and wiggle my fingers in a hello gesture.

      “Why don’t you come here? I can clean out the spare room for you until you find something more permanent or until you get back together with Gerald.”

      I chuckle inside my head. Yeah, neither scenario is happening. Gerald, for obvious reasons. Staying with my mother presented an opportunity to receive a whole new set of unwanted advice. Usually about how I needed to find a rich man to make me happy. Ever since losing her last sugar daddy, she figured working on my marital status should be her next goal in life. She always sought the wealthy ones, thinking the next one would be the winner and actually stick around. Oh no, not going down that path again. I’d hoped to do better than my mom in the man department, but it seems I’m destined for a similar pattern. To be fair, though, I’ve never set out to find a wealthy partner. Somehow Gerald found me. I want somebody who likes me for who I am.

      “Thanks anyway, Mom, but I’m good. I’ll stay with my friend through the holidays while I search for a new place.”

      “Will I see you for Christmas?”

      Oh joy. “Yes. I’ll pop in for a bit at some point.”

      The little old lady is still raptly listening to my conversation, no apologies on her cheery face.

      “Gotta go, Mom.”

      “Fine. I still want to know how I can reach you.”

      “You can reach me on my phone, Mom. Bye.” I hang up before she can start again.

      Betty gets up from her table and meanders over to mine. She’s wearing a pair of leopard print leggings and a red sweater that could compete in the top ten for ugly sweaters contest. Fantastic. Now I must make small talk with somebody’s eccentric grandmother. Gulping from my latte, I try to look busy.

      “Hello. My name’s Betty, but everyone calls me Fitzy.”

      Coughing, trying not to choke as I laugh through it, I wave my hand until I’ve got myself under control. “Hi.”

      My mom instilled manners in me, and therefore, I cannot be rude, even though I would much rather sit here and contemplate everything wrong in my life while I search for an apartment available at a moment’s notice. I glance down at my phone, trying to type into the search bar with one hand, hold my drink in my other hand, and somehow keep a polite but “I’d really rather be alone” look on my face.

      “Holly.”

      “Hi, Holly. I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation.” She pulls out the chair opposite me and makes herself comfortable, swiping the table clean with her sleeve before plopping her elbows down and cupping her chin in the palms of her wrinkled hands.

      That would be because you were listening. “Ah, I think you’re losing your table.” I nod to the teenage girls who are taking over her table, pushing aside her empty plate and mug. She doesn’t seem to care one bit. Doesn’t even glance over her shoulder.

      “From what I overheard, you need a place to stay. I think I can help you out.”

      Alarm bells aren’t clanging in my head yet, but this is odd. She may look innocent enough, but a total stranger offering me an apartment? “I, ah…”

      “I have a few units that are currently empty in my building. I’d be happy to rent one of them to you.”

      “Seriously? You don’t even know me. Don’t you have a waiting list or an application process or something?” Most buildings did.

      She shrugs one shoulder and purses her red-tinted lips. Red is not everybody’s color. “It’s up to me who I rent to. And I want to rent to you.”

      “That’s very kind of you, but…”

      “No buts, it’s the holidays.”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “We may be in Texas, but it can still get dang cold out there this time of year.”

      I glance out the window at the snow falling faster. It’s probably accumulating. My car will be covered, but the snow will act as an insulator, won’t it?

      “Yes, it can.”

      “You need a place to stay, and I happen to have a place.”

      I get the sense she’s not going away until I accept. “That’s very nice of you. How much?”

      She rhymes off a number that I’m sure leaves me as white as that snow falling outside. “I’m sorry. I don’t have that kind of money. I appreciate the offer, though.” My hope, high for a couple of seconds, drops to my toes. My soon-to-be cold toes.

      “How much do you have?”

      “Excuse me?” Okay, now the bells are ringing.

      “I asked how much you have.”

      “Um, I don’t know, exactly.”

      Gerald pops into my brain, shaking his finger, telling me I’d know the answer if I had taken his advice and managed my finances properly.

      “I might be able to manage half that.” Maybe?

      My job as an assistant to the editor-in-chief at the small magazine company I work for doesn’t pay all that well, but at least it’s full-time. Regardless, I don’t have the money for the classy digs she must come from. I sweep my gaze over her outfit. Though I’m surprised the owner of the building lets her dress like, well, somebody half her age trying to pick up a man half her age.

      “Um, where did you say this place is?”

      “It’s Fitzpatrick Place. Right next door.”

      My jaw hits the table. You know what I mean. “The one with all the Christmas lights and the big tree out front?” The one that looks like all the cool kids live there.

      She nods. “That’s the one.”

      That place looks fancy. And based on the number she mentioned, only people with more money than me live there.

      “How about a trade?”

      “A what?” Clang. Clang. Clang. Did this sweet, strange, little old lady have some twisted thing going?

      She laughs, the sound like an aged donkey baying. She even rocks back in her chair and slaps her knee. “The look on your face, honey. Oh my. You’d think I’d just asked for your firstborn.”

      Not what I was thinking, but I’m glad she’s amused. I’m glancing around the coffee shop, hoping, praying for somebody to save me from cute, strange little Betty here.

      “Don’t worry, Holly, dear. I am not suggesting anything nefarious. I just hate seeing somebody stranded.” She glances out the window. “Especially this time of year.”

      “Again, that’s very kind of you, but I really can’t afford it.”

      “Well, how about a deal then?”

      “What kind of deal?”

      “I don’t know yet. But I’ll come up with something. I happen to have a furnished apartment. The owner is out of town, and I don’t expect them back until after the holidays. You can move in right now and stay until they return.”

      “Um…”

      “It’s not only old ladies like me living there.” She smiles, and I can’t help but smile back. “There are a few young hotties, too.” She winks, an actual turn-the-head, big theatrical wink. I can’t help but be charmed by her.

      I sit and stare at her for a long moment, contemplating her offer. I don’t want to spend the night in my car. What could it hurt? It would only be for a couple of weeks. It would give me time to look for something affordable and keep me from running to mommy.

      “Okay. But I’ll pay you back.” It might take a few months, but I am determined.

      She waves my offer away. “I’m sure you will when you can.” She slaps the table. Hard, making me jump. “Perfect. Where are your things? I’ll help you bring them in.” She pushes to stand, does up her coat, and then blinks those big eyes at me.

      My face reddens. I can feel it warming up. “I don’t have much with me, and it’s all in my car.”

      “Even better. I’ll head over and grab the key, and I’ll meet you near the pool. Just pull up and find a spot to park near the gate for now.”

      Things are moving so quickly, I’m not sure I can keep up with her. Before I can say another word, she’s out the door, disappearing into the swirl of snow.

      I reach for my latte, taking a sip. Well, I guess I don’t have to search for a place tonight anyway. I’ll tackle that tomorrow. Right now, I should probably get my ass over to Fitzpatrick Place because something tells me Fitzy is already there, has the apartment unlocked, and is tapping her foot, wondering what the hell is taking me so long.
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      “Yes, Mother. I plan to bring her.”

      “Well, you keep mentioning this woman, and we have yet to meet her. I’m beginning to think she doesn’t exist.”

      If she only knew.

      “We just have busy schedules.”

      “You’ve been saying that for months, Wes. Surely to goodness, at some point, you and she can find the time to have a simple dinner with your family so we can meet this woman you’re so fond of.”

      Yes, I’d like to meet her too.

      “I will expect to meet her at the company Christmas party, Wes.”

      “So you’ve said.” Too many times to count.

      “I happen to know a couple of young women who would be just perfect for you. Even though it’s last-minute, I’d be happy to arrange something.”

      “I’m fairly confident my girlfriend would take offense to that.” At least, I hope she would if I had one. “Listen, I really do need to go. I have a meeting.”

      Knowing my mother, she might check up on me, so I’d better get on the phone with somebody in the next fifteen minutes. If I were at the office today, she’d find an excuse to visit me. I’ll give my cousin Todd a call. A few months ago, he would have been sympathetic to my situation. He may have Felice now, but he’ll understand about mothers. Besides, I need to speak with him about that author I thought the company should work with. She lives in New York, so Todd can do the meet and greet with her and set everything in motion.

      “I’ve reserved the family table at the party. Your brothers will be bringing dates, I think. I’d like us all to eat together and have a chance to talk before the rest of the evening starts.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. But I’m not making any promises. Gotta go, Mom. Bye.”

      I hang up before she can make another attempt to set me up. I have enough on my plate at work without having to deal with my mother’s insistence I need a life partner. Unfortunately, I know she won’t give up. Since the day I turned thirty, she’s been determined to find me a wife. She wants to retire and insists that day won’t happen until she has grandchildren to dote on. As my brothers and I get older, she becomes fixated.

      Glancing down at the calendar on my desk, I see I’ve got exactly three days to find a suitable girlfriend to introduce to my family. Oh, and I must convince her that we’re madly in love. Should be easy.

      My head hits the soft leather headrest of my chair, and I close my eyes. Why can’t I be honest with her? Because if I tell her I don’t have a woman in my life, she’ll trot everyone she can find across my field of vision. Each ready to get their grubby little hands on the family’s money. Been there, done that, and have no plans to take that trip again.

      Just because she and my father fell in love the moment they met doesn’t mean I will. Even though my grandfather and great-grandfather also met the women of their dreams after just one look, it doesn’t mean I will. Growing up, my parents, uncles, and their wives took every opportunity to tell me, my brothers, and my cousins all about this family’s woo-woo shit. How Calvin men instantly know when they find “the one.”

      Well, the one for me hasn’t appeared in my life yet, and I have no time to go hunting for her. I caught the last woman I dated peeking at a printout of my bank statement, which she somehow found at the bottom of the desk drawer in my apartment. The one usually locked. She and the ones before her either had a fondness for my money or presumed I’d be an automatic gateway to publication. I guess I should be grateful I never experienced hard and fast lust or love for any of them.

      I scrub my hands down my face. Grr... Christmas is less than two weeks away. I still have shopping to do, loads of work, and now I must find the woman of my dreams before the party this Friday. How the hell am I supposed to do that?

      Hoping a good workout will clear my mind, I grab my gym bag I’d left by the door yesterday and leave my apartment. Head down, scrolling through my messages, I reach out instinctively with my other hand to stab the elevator button. It arrives, the door opens, and I blindly step inside, running straight into a suitcase and stubbing my toe.

      I jerk my head up and my jaw drops. Like my mouth literally falls open like a gaping fish. It’s as though fireworks are going off in my head, blinding me to everything and everyone but her. The woman behind the suitcase is fucking drop-dead gorgeous. Long chestnut hair frames her cherub face. Curves a man can hang on to while he’s pumping vigorously into her lush body, and yes, I’m man enough to admit that part of my stunned behavior is due to the size of her rack. I’m a breast man, no apologies. Her coat is open, showcasing those beautiful babies covered in a tight white knit shirt. She’s wearing a dark-colored bra beneath, and her nipples are pebbled. My inner teenager is drooling. My thirty-year-old cock is waking up fast.

      “My eyes are up here.” The teasing melody of those words draws my focus up slowly.

      I mentally shake my head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…” Big, beautiful, brown eyes to match the hair stare back at me. Eyes that grab and hold me. They tell a story. A story I want to hear. Where was I going?

      “Yeah, most men don’t. Is your toe okay? Good thing you stubbed it before you got a look at my chest. I wouldn’t waste one minute feeling sorry if you broke it, then.” Most women would be justifiably crucifying me for my blatant ogling. I like that she’s taking it in stride.

      I don’t waste a single second to look down at the offending foot. “I’m good. Are you moving in or out?” I don’t recognize her, so she must be moving in.

      “In. But it’s only temporary.”

      Damn. A new single woman in the complex would be nice. But considering it’s the holidays, time is short, as is her stay. The young boy inside me weeps.

      “Welcome, then. I think you’ll like it here, even if it is for a short time.”

      She steps back closer to the wall, and I move forward, closer to her and the suitcase lodged between us. She’s looking at me, and I’m gaping right back at her. For the life of me, I can’t seem to pull my eyes away. She’s shorter than me, probably about six inches. She has to tilt her head back to see me. I like that. This close, I can watch as her pupils dilate, as her nostrils flare. As she licks her lips. Please, beautiful lady, don’t look down
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