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To my granddaughter, Lily, who makes every day feel like Christmas. This one’s for you, sweetpea.
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If Madison had a gun, she’d shoot out the sound system pumping “Jingle Bells” through her office speakers. Instead, she bit off Rudolph’s chocolate head and pointed a finger at the brightly colored, foil-wrapped Santa on her desk. “You’re next, big guy.”


It was only November 29, and she was already sick to death of the nauseating carols hijacking the radio stations, the migraine-inducing Christmas lights that used up enough energy to power a small country, and don’t get her started on the crowds—people running around buying presents they couldn’t afford, racking up credit card debt that would make them want to jump off the Brooklyn Bridge come January.


Her attitude was probably the reason why her assistant decided today was a double-chocolate day. She’d worked with Madison at the resort developer Hartwell Enterprises for the last five years and knew the over-the-top holiday hoopla made Madison… cranky. She didn’t know why, no one did, and Madison planned to keep it that way. To keep the past exactly where it belonged, in the past.


No Boo hoo, woe is me for Madison Lane. She was a “dust yourself off, pick yourself up by the bootstraps” kind of gal. And that was exactly what she’d done ten years ago. At eighteen, she’d kicked off the dirt of the small Southern town she’d grown up in and never looked back. Moved to the big city where no one knew your name, cared where you came from, or who your parents were.


She loved her life in New York. She had the best boss, the best job, and two of the most amazing best friends. Yep, her world was… almost perfect. And as soon as she figured out a way to get rid of her boss’s nephew, Harrison Hartwell the Third, with his fake tan and fake British accent, it would be perfect. Six months ago, playing the family card, Harrison had slithered past her defenses. But now she saw him for what he was: a slick freeloader who wanted her job.


Her job was safe. The guy was an idiot. He’d tried to steamroll a resort development deal with the small town of Christmas, Colorado, past her—an investment that would have bankrupted Joe, her boss. But four days ago, as VP of finance, she’d presented a twenty-page argument against the deal. Her report, along with Joe’s respect for her opinion, had paid off, and the negotiations ended.


Take that, Harrison, she thought, biting off Rudolph’s leg.


The alarm on her watch beeped, ending her five-minute endorphin-releasing therapy. Wrapping up the half-eaten chocolate reindeer, she tucked him in the drawer along with Santa and got back to work on the budget she was presenting this afternoon. Thanks to the elimination of the deal with Christmas, Hartwell’s financial future looked a whole lot brighter. She’d been practically giddy when she deleted the town from the budget. And it had nothing to do with her dislike of small towns or the holiday it was named after. She never let emotions interfere with business.


She frowned when a high priority e-mail from her best friend, Vivian Westfield, a reporter for the online Daily News, popped up on her screen requesting an immediate Skype conference call with their mutual best friend, Skylar Davis, a trust-fund baby who was in Belize, presumably saving the world again.


Madison had met Skye and Vivi on their first day of college, and they’d been inseparable ever since. With her father dead ten years now, not that he’d been much of a father, her friends were the closest thing to family Madison had.


She logged in and waited for the connection, trying not to worry about the reason for the call. They knew how she felt about taking personal time at work. Then again, that had never stopped them in the past. As far as they were concerned, especially Skye, Madison was always at work.


And that, Madison decided, was probably the reason for the ASAP call—her Thanksgiving no-show. Vivi had ratted her out. But Madison had a good reason for skipping the holiday. She’d been working on her report to end the negotiations with Christmas. Now that she thought about it, Vivi hadn’t sounded overly upset when she’d bailed on her.


Vivi popped up on the left side of the screen, sitting on her couch and looking disgustingly gorgeous for a 9:00 a.m. call in a black tank top, her long, chocolate-brown hair falling over her shoulders as she leaned closer, narrowing her eyes at Madison. “You okay?” she asked in her raspy voice that left men panting at her feet.


Madison frowned, wondering why she asked, then realized it was probably because of all the hours she’d had been putting in at work. “Great, better than great, actually. Just going over the budget one last time, and next year’s bonus looks like a sure…” She trailed off when her best friend winced.


“What’s with the face?” Madison asked, pushing her black-framed glasses to the top of her head. She didn’t need glasses. She’d started wearing them when she realized men thought with her blonde hair, blue eyes, and ridiculously curvy body that she was a bimbo. She wasn’t. She was smart. “And speaking of faces,” she said, taking a closer look, “there’s something about yours. You look different. Kind of glowy and… Wow, you look happy.”


Vivi blushed. Weird. Vivi never blushed.


And then, obviously as a means of distracting Madison, she said, “You look different, too. What’s with the lipstick? You never wear lipstick.”


She didn’t. Her lips were full enough without drawing attention to them. She hadn’t worn lipstick since junior high, when the senior boys told her all the disgusting things they’d like her to do with her mouth. She’d known it was because they thought she was like her mother, but knowing that hadn’t made it any easier.


She touched the tip of her tongue to her upper lip. Chocolate. Taking a tissue from the box on the corner of her desk, she wiped her mouth.


“Better. Brown’s not your color.”


Okay, Vivi’d distracted her long enough, but before Madison could question her about the wincing thing, and the blushing, Skye appeared in the upper right of her screen. Her butterscotch-blonde, curly hair more wild than usual, she looked like Malibu Barbie sitting cross-legged in a “Save the Planet” T-shirt on a bed surrounded by mosquito netting.


“Are you okay?” Skye asked, her eyes filled with concern.


“Y’all are making me nervous. What…” Madison’s mouth fell open as a half-naked man with incredible arms, broad shoulders, and a sculpted chest walked behind Vivi’s green couch. Vivi tipped her head back and followed him out of view, devouring him with her eyes.


“Move your screen! Follow that man,” Skye demanded.


“Sweet baby Jesus. Who. Is. That?” Madison tugged on the black turtleneck beneath her boxy blazer.


Eyes sparkling, face flushed, Vivi… giggled. Madison gaped at her. Vivi “Kick-Ass” Westfield did not giggle. The body sauntered back into view, holding a container of milk in one hand while his other hand caressed Vivi’s shoulder. A champagne-colored Stetson lowered to the side of her face as the large hand left her shoulder and reached for the screen. Their best friend disappeared from view. They heard a man’s deep, sexy laugh and Vivi’s breathy moan.


“Hey, not fair,” Skye complained.


Nope, it wasn’t. Whenever Madison mourned her almost nonexistent love life, she comforted herself with the knowledge that her workaholic friend Vivi didn’t have one, either. They lived vicariously through Skye. But even Skye would be considered a nun by today’s standards.


Vivi reappeared on the screen, hiking up the strap of her tank top and smoothing her hair.


“Spill,” Madison said. “How… where… when?” The why she knew—the man’s body was to die for.


Skye cleared her throat. Vivi’s moony smile faded. “Right. Okay. Maddie,” Vivi began, but that’s as far as she got.


“Sweetie,” Skye leaned forward, “we have something to tell you. Just remember, this too shall pass.”


Vivi sighed, crossing her arms.


“Bad things happen to good people,” spouted Skye, who flitted through life like a butterfly wearing rose-colored glasses. “It always looks darker before the sun comes out. When a door shuts, a—”


“Enough already, we don’t have all day,” Vivi interrupted her. “Maddie—”


“Wait.” Skye held up a hand. “Take a minute and breathe, Maddie, slow and deep. Find your happy place.”


“I’m in my happy place. Tell me already.” Madison’s left eye began to twitch.


Vivi held up the front page of the New York Times, pointing out the headline: The Grinch Who Killed Christmas.


“Way to go, Grinch,” Madison murmured, her gaze dropping to the woman in the picture. She leaned in to get a better look. Her heart flip-flopped in her chest. “Is that me? That can’t be me.”


Skye tilted her head. “I know. You’ve got those serial killer’s eyes going on, but it is you, sweetie. Sorry.”


“But I-I am not a Grinch, and I didn’t kill Christmas.”


“You kinda are,” Skye said.


“Skye,” Vivi muttered, then redirected her attention to Madison. “It’s because of the resort in Christmas, Colorado, Maddie. They’re blaming you for killing the deal and the town. They’ve got letters from old people and four-year-olds saying it was because of your report Hartwell didn’t go through with the resort.”


“How would they know that? No one called me for a comment.”


“Harrison spoke on behalf of Hartwell.”


Madison groaned. “What did he say?”


“Um, here, I’ll put it up to the screen.”


Scanning the article, Madison stabbed the monitor when she came to Harrison’s name and quote. “Harrison,” she growled her nemesis’s name. “I can’t believe he questioned my numbers, and to the press! My facts are accurate. I quadruple-checked my projections. If we went through with this deal, we’d have gone under.” Stupid small towns and the small-minded people who lived in them. They’d ruined her life once, and she was not about to let them ruin it again. “I’ll sue. They’ll have to print a retraction.”


“If you say the deal won’t fly, it won’t. But honestly, there’s not much you can do about this. They’re putting a spin on the facts, but you are the one who compiled the report, even if Joe signed off on it. Harrison hung you out to dry,” Vivi said.


“So I just have to sit by while they tear my reputation to shreds on the front page of the Times?”


“Yeah, you do. And I hate to tell you, Maddie, but with Christmas less than a month away, a headline like this is going to sell a lot of papers.”


And that was her biggest concern, because Joe didn’t like conflict or negative publicity. If Santa really did exist, he’d be her boss. Unlike Madison, Joe was a people pleaser and had come close to bankrupting the destination firm before she’d come on board. If he read the letters from the little kids and old people, he’d waver. He’d question her report, and Harrison would have the ammunition he needed to reopen the deal.


That was not going to happen, not on her watch.


“What are you going to do?” Skye asked.


“Once I’ve reamed out Harrison for talking to the press, I have to reassure Joe that the negative publicity will have no impact on us whatsoever, and that I stand by the numbers in my report.”


“If you need me, I’ll be on the next plane out of here,” Skye offered.


“And if I can think of an angle to counter this in the Daily News, I will,” Vivi promised.


“Thanks. I love you guys, but I’ll be fine,” Madison said past the fist-sized lump of gratitude in her throat. She really did have the best friends in the world.


“Group hug, it’s time for a group hug.” Skye waved her hands.


At home was okay, but at the office, no way. “I’m not doing a group hug. Someone might walk in, and thanks to the Times, I already look like an idiot.” And that was bothering her more than she let on.


At the disappointed look in Skye’s eyes, Madison gave in, wrapping her arms around the monitor. “Vivi, Hot Bod is welcome to join us.” They laughed and made kissy noises before saying good-bye.


A throat cleared. “Ms. Lane, what are you doing?” Harrison “the Snake” Hartwell asked.


Heat suffused Madison’s cheeks. “Um, I have a bad connection. Wire’s probably loose.” She patted her hands along the back of the monitor.


“It’s wireless.”


She ignored him, sat poker straight in her chair, and lowered her glasses onto her nose. She decided not to say a word about the paper tucked under his arm. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of thinking the article had gotten to her. “What can I do for you, Harrison?”


“My uncle wants to meet with you in the conference room. Have you seen the Times this morning?” he asked in his faux British accent.


She looked him right in his shifty dark eyes. “Of course I have.”


“And you’re not concerned?”


“Why would I be? It’s nothing more than a piece of sensationalist crap. Everyone will have forgotten about it by tomorrow.” She hoped.


“I don’t think my uncle agrees with you, nor do I. As I see it, the only way to combat the negative publicity is to reopen the deal with Christmas.”


Over her dead body. She hit the key to print off her revised budget and the previous one with the resort included. Organizing the papers into a neat pile, she rose from her chair, striding past Harrison.


She walked into the boardroom where her boss stood by the window, his gray suit hanging on his too-thin frame. “Joe.” He turned, his face lined with worry, his eyes tired.


Her heart pinched. He didn’t need this right now. He had enough dealing with Martha, his wife of fifty-five years, who’d been diagnosed with lung cancer not long before Harrison had come on board. Madison had begun to believe that was the reason Joe had hired his nephew in the first place. He wasn’t thinking clearly. And she wasn’t about to let Harrison take advantage of his vulnerability.


“Don’t worry, Joe,” she said, coming to stand beside him. “No one’s going to pay any attention to this.”


“It doesn’t look that way to me, Madison.” He tapped the glass. On the sidewalk below, at least twenty protestors marched in a circle, waving Grinch signs that called for a boycott of Hartwell Enterprises. She couldn’t believe it. With everything going on in the world, people came out to protest this? The paper had only been out a couple of hours. How…


Her gaze shot to Harrison, who gave her a got-you smile.


*      *      *


Madison gritted her teeth as the midmorning sun glared off the snow-covered mountains and the GPS cheerfully informed her she was going in the wrong direction. She wasn’t. The problem was the town of Christmas was off the grid. She’d been lucky to find a map that showed it actually existed. And Harrison had the nerve to insinuate her visitor projections were too low? Like hell they were; no one would be able to find the place.


As the number of protesters grew yesterday, she’d practically had to tackle Joe to stop him from picking up the phone and reopening negotiations. He’d only relented once Madison had offered, as a last-ditch resort, to go to Christmas and turn the public relations nightmare around. She hadn’t figured out exactly how to do that, but she would. Hartwell Enterprises’ survival depended on her.


Harrison had pulled out all the stops in his campaign to be sent in her place. He’d gone from charming to butt-kissing to whining in a New York minute. But three hours later, Joe had conceded that Madison was the best one to convey her findings to the people of Christmas. Of course, she was to do so in such a way that they would understand the decision was in everyone’s best interest.


Which meant she was supposed to charm and cajole the citizens of Christmas and kiss a baby or two—so not her strong suit. But she’d suck it up and get the job done. Otherwise, she might not have one.


She’d flown out on the red-eye, arriving early this morning at the Denver airport, wasting an hour trying to locate the car and driver Harrison offered to arrange for her. Only to find out it had never been ordered. She should’ve known better. Harrison was probably sitting in her office dreaming of her demise, which was highly likely given her limited driving experience and the hairpin curve she’d just rounded in the rented SUV.


The man in the car behind her blasted his horn as he sped by. If she wasn’t terrified of letting go of the wheel, she would’ve flipped him the bird. She needed something to calm her nerves. She slowed down to turn up the radio when “Independent Women” by Destiny’s Child came on.


Madison loved to sing, even though her friends encouraged her not to. No matter what they said, she didn’t believe she sounded that bad. Her confidence returned as she belted out the empowering lyrics. The town of Christmas wouldn’t know what hit them. She’d have them eating out of her hand in no time once she expounded on the evils of bringing corporate America to their sleepy little town.


She glanced at the clock on the dashboard. She’d been on the road for over three hours. According to the map, she should be approaching the turnoff to Christmas right about now. Perfect. There it was. If the meeting went as planned, she’d be back on the road by 2:00, which meant the most hair-raising part of her drive would still be in daylight.


Her breath caught as she made the turn. The town, nestled in a valley surrounded by mountains, looked like it belonged in a snow globe. Sunlight sparkled on snow-laden evergreens and danced off the pastel-painted wooden buildings in the distance. It was postcard perfect and exactly the ammunition Madison needed to convince the town that Hartwell Enterprises had done them a favor by backing out of the deal.


She’d focus on the town’s positive attributes and not the negatives that had made the case against them. Like this road, she thought, her good mood evaporating as her tires spun out beneath her. She slowed to a crawl, a white-knuckled grip on the wheel. Three-quarters of the way down the treacherous hill, as she was about to release the breath she’d been holding, a movement to her right caught her attention. A deer leaped from the woods, darting in front of her. She braked hard, the car fishtailing as she slid along the road. From behind a cluster of evergreens at the side of the road, a twelve-foot Santa holding a “Welcome to Christmas” sign seemingly sprang out in front of her like a giant jack-in-the-box.


Madison screamed. Her foot mistakenly jumped to the gas instead of the brake. She watched in slow-motion horror as the car kept moving and crashed into the sign. Santa loomed, teetered, then fell on the hood, his maniacal, smiling face leering at her through the cracked windshield.


Her last thought before the airbag slammed into her face was that she’d finally succeeded in killing Santa.















Chapter Two
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Sheriff Gage McBride stood in the doorway of the old town hall, scanning the familiar faces in the standing-room-only crowd for the one person who could turn the law-abiding citizens of Christmas into a teeth-gnashing mob in ten seconds flat.


His great-aunt Nell.


Gage loved his aunt. She’d stepped in when his wife left him eight years ago with a nine-month-old and a four-year-old to raise on his own. But it didn’t mean he was blind to her faults.


“Where’s your riot gear?” Ethan O’Connor, the mayor of Christmas, asked as he came up beside him.


A reluctant smile tugged the corner of Gage’s mouth at his best friend’s question. “I figure once I find out where Nell’s sitting, I’ll park myself where she can see me, and we’ll be good.”


Ethan snorted. “Yeah, right. And I can tell you exactly where she is.” He leaned past the door, pointing toward the front of the room. “Front row center. She ambushed me as soon as I arrived at the office this morning. Gave me a headache with her suggestions as to how we can change Ms. Lane’s mind, then browbeat me until I let her in an hour before we opened the doors.”


Gage groaned. “Are you nuts? You know better than to leave her on her own for that long. She’s probably built a bomb and stashed it under the podium.”


He wasn’t kidding. His aunt had been an engineer at the mine before it folded forty years ago. At times, Gage questioned his sanity for having his daughters, Annie and Lily, spend so much time with her. But they loved Nell as much as she loved them, and deep down he knew she’d never knowingly put them in danger. It was the unknowingly part he wasn’t too sure about. In the end, he went with the lesser of two evils. It was either let Nell look after his daughters when he was at work or one of the single women who vied for the position of Mrs. McBride Number Two.


“She wasn’t alone. Ted and Fred were with her,” Ethan added.


“Aw, hell, there’s no stopping her with those two egging her on.” Today had shitshow written all over it. Gage studied his friend. “You don’t honestly believe this meeting is going to affect Hartwell’s decision, do you?”


A pained expression on his face, Ethan glanced into the room filled with people who saw the resort as the last hope for their town’s survival. “I wish I did. But no, I’m a realist. Ms. Lane’s report didn’t leave much room for optimism.”


Gage had read the twenty or so pages crammed with graphs, statistics, and projections, along with a damning summary that listed the many reasons why his town didn’t make the grade. He got the impression the woman who’d produced the report cared more about numbers than people. Cold and uncompromising, with no thought as to what her decision meant to the citizens of Christmas.


“So why’s she coming?”


Ethan shrugged. “Not sure. When Hartwell called to set up the meeting yesterday, he said she’d explain why they decided not to go through with the deal. Interesting thing, though. I heard from his nephew a couple of hours ago. He intimated that we shouldn’t give up. As far as he’s concerned, the deal isn’t over. But I don’t think we can pin our hopes on him. It’s his uncle’s company, and Ms. Lane apparently has the old man’s ear. From what Joe Hartwell said, he stands by her report. She’s supposedly brilliant and has never steered him wrong in the past.”


“Don’t let Nell catch wind of the nephew’s opinion. She’ll never be able to let this go if she hears what he said.”


“Nell hasn’t given up, not by a long shot. She has this idea in her head that if she can convince Ms. Lane to stay in town for a few days, she’ll fall in love with Christmas. Or better yet, one of us, and then the deal will be as good as done.”


Gage rolled his eyes. “The woman is delusional.”


“I don’t know. Ms. Lane is a beautiful woman.”


He gave his friend a you’ve-lost-it look. “Yeah, and the belladonna is a beautiful flower. But be my guest, buddy. Take one for the team.”


“Maybe I will. Lately I’ve been too busy to get out of town.” Ethan ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “It’s been so long I’m beginning to feel like a monk.”


Unfortunately, Gage knew how he felt. Like Ethan, he was careful not to scratch his itch in his own backyard. In a town the size of Christmas, it wouldn’t be long before the gossip reached his daughters’ ears. If he wanted a relationship, that would be different, but he didn’t. He had enough on his plate raising his two girls. Especially Annie, who at twelve, was making him feel a hell of lot older than his thirty-six years.


Ms. Lane’s picture from the Times came to mind: blonde hair scraped back from a cold, emotionless face; thick glasses resting on a condescending blade of a nose above lips pinched thin in disdain. “Good luck with that. The woman looks about as passionate as a block of ice.”


“I like a challenge.” Ethan winked then grinned. “You might want to make your escape now. Here comes the I Want to Marry Sheriff McBride Fan Club.”


“Gage. Yoo-hoo,” a chorus of feminine voices hollered from behind him.


“Too late,” Ethan chuckled, as Gage looked over his shoulder.


He forced a smile for the three women barreling toward him. If you went by what they were wearing, the town hall meeting seemed to be the highlight of their social calendar. Their winter jackets were open to show off tight sweaters paired with short skirts and high-heeled leather boots. He prayed Annie wouldn’t get a load of their getups. The black Goth look she now sported had nearly given him heart failure, but it was better than her wearing skirts that barely covered her butt.


“Oh, Gage, I’m so glad you’re all right. I heard you nearly went through the ice rescuing those boys last night.” Brandi squeezed his leather-clad arm.


Hailey grabbed his hand. “Dr. Trainer was singing your praises when he dropped by the diner this morning. Those boys are lucky you were a paramedic before you joined the force.”


Heat climbed Gage’s face. He’d have to have a word with Matt, the doctor who’d taken over for Gage’s dad while he was away on vacation. “That’s nice of Doc to say, but I was—”


“Now, don’t you be hiding your light under a rock—”


“Bushel, Holly, it’s a bushel,” Hailey corrected her twin sister, rolling her heavily made-up eyes.


“I know that,” Holly snapped, then turned a megawatt smile on Gage. “Don’t you go trying to deny it, Gage McBride, you’re a hero. I baked your favorite chocolate cake for you.”


Brandi frowned. “His favorite is lemon cake, isn’t it, Gage?”


“No, he likes—” Hailey began.


Ethan intervened. “Ladies, I’m sure Sheriff McBride would love anything you make for him, but you might want to get in there and grab a seat before there’s none to be had.”


The trio promised to drop off their baked goods later that night, then took Ethan’s advice, sashaying their way into the hall.


“You’re my hero,” Ethan said in a perfect falsetto, fluttering his lashes.


Gage shoved his hands in his jeans pockets, scowling at his friend. “You think it’s funny, but you don’t have to deal with Annie’s death glares when they stop by under the pretext of dropping off food.”


“Still having problems with her?”


“She got suspended for fighting two days ago. Nell tried to make me feel better by telling me she was just like Annie at her age.” As if he didn’t have enough to worry about.


Ethan laughed then sobered. “Do you think Annie’s fighting has anything to do with Sheena not showing up for Thanksgiving?”


“On top of the problems she’s having at school, it didn’t help.” He was still furious at his ex for bailing a day before the holiday. But he shouldn’t have been surprised. Sheena was notorious for not keeping her promises. Her no-shows didn’t bother Lily, who’d only been nine months old when Sheena left, but they were tough on Annie. He’d hoped his ex-wife would grow up and not be so self-absorbed, but given her star status in the country music scene, he didn’t see that happening any time soon.


“Did you talk to Sheena about Christmas?”


“She says she’ll be here, but I’m not holding my breath.” The noise level in the hall ratcheted up a notch. “I better get in there.”


“I’ll see you in a few minutes.”


Gage caught the underlying weariness in his friend’s voice and turned back. After Ethan’s father suffered a fatal heart attack, the town had begged Ethan, an ADA in Denver, to replace him as mayor. Deacon O’Connor had left big shoes to fill, and right about now, Gage figured Ethan must be feeling like he hadn’t done a very good job filling them. All because of Madison Lane. Gage couldn’t help but resent the woman for putting the look of defeat in his best friend’s eyes.


“Don’t sweat it, buddy. We’ll figure something out. We’ll get the development committee back up and running. Put Aunt Nell in charge.”


“Don’t mention that to Nell until we get Ms. Lane the hell out of Dodge. She’s liable to think kidnapping the woman and holding her for ransom would be a good way to fill the coffers.”


Given his impression of Ms. Lane, Gage said, “I doubt anyone would pay to get her back.”


His radio crackled to life. “Sheriff… Sheriff McBride, we’ve got a problem.”


“What’s up, Ray?”


“You know that lady from Hartwell we’re expecting? Well, she crashed into our welcome sign, and then, Santa, he kinda fell on top of her.”


“Is she injured?” Gage asked as he moved toward the doors.


“Her face is a little beat up. Would’ve been worse if she hadn’t been going so slow. You should’ve seen her, Sheriff. She was practically crawling down the road. I was thinking about ticketing her just before that deer ran out in front of her.”


There was another crackle from the radio, and an outraged female voice came on.


“Me? You were going to give me a ticket? You people are crazy. Who for the love of God had the brilliant idea to have Santa leap out of the woods at unsuspecting drivers? I should sue. Look at that face. I’m going to have nightmares.”


“Ma’am, it’s Santa…”


Gage lowered his radio. “She really is a Grinch.”


“No, ma’am, that’s police property. Give it back.”


“Who is this?” the woman demanded in a haughty tone of voice.


Ethan punched him in the arm. Gage rolled his eyes and waved him off. “Sheriff McBride, ma’am. Now—”


“Y’all seem to think this Grinch business is very funny. But I don’t. You people have ruined my reputation and…” She sniffed.


Gage sighed. He was a sucker for a crying woman. And while Madison Lane might be responsible for stealing the hopes and dreams of his friends and family, she’d been hurt. Besides that, she had a point. He’d been against the vehicle-activated Santa for the very reason Ms. Lane had pointed out. Only he’d been overruled. Again.


He shoved his personal feelings aside. “Calm down, Ms. Lane. Everything’s going to be all right.”


“Calm. You expect me to be calm? Your stupid Santa broke my nose!”


“Ray,” he said loud enough for his deputy to hear him, “wrap her in a blanket, but don’t move her. I’ll be there in a minute.” He shut off the radio and scrubbed his face. “If I didn’t want to tie up the ambulance, I’d call them and send Jill,” he muttered, referring to his other deputy. “I’m not sure I can keep from strangling that woman.”


“Go be a hero. Maybe she’ll join your fan club.”


He shuddered at the thought. “No thanks. I don’t want her. You can have her.”


“Good idea. These days my fan club consists of women who come with their own oxygen tanks.”


As Gage got in his Suburban, he figured Ms. Lane was lucky they only had the one reporter in town and he was sitting in the town hall, or tomorrow’s headline would read: The Grinch Who Killed Santa.


*      *      *


Not so lucky after all, Gage thought a few minutes later, as three separate sets of news crews from Denver scrambled from their white vans. Gage took in the damage to Ms. Lane’s SUV and radioed Jill, requesting her presence at the town hall to handle the press. He caught a glimpse of a pale face through disheveled blonde hair, oversized sunglasses resting on a red nose.


He got off the radio, flicked on the siren and lights, and leaned on his horn. Six men and three women leaped out of his way as he angled the Suburban between them and Ms. Lane’s vehicle. Grabbing the first aid kit from the back seat, he slammed the door. “Don’t even think about it,” he said as they lunged forward. “Ray, get them out of here.”


“Come on, Sheriff, give us a break,” one of the men yelled.


“Deputy, if they’re not gone from here in two minutes, ticket them.” Gage rounded the back end of the SUV. Ms. Lane didn’t turn his way as he approached the open door. It looked as if her eyes were closed behind the sunglasses.


“How are you doing?” he asked.


“I’ll be on the front pages again, won’t I? They’re going to say I killed Santa. Joe…” She dabbed at her nose while slowly turning her head to face him.


Carefully, he removed her sunglasses. She blinked up at him. And all he could think was the picture in the Times had done Madison Lane an injustice. Despite her red nose and puffy lips, or maybe because of them, she bore no resemblance to the woman in the photo. She was younger than he’d expected, her features sweetly feminine. She looked delicate and vulnerable, and all his protective instincts came roaring to the surface.


He shook off the disconcerting reaction. “It would be easier for me to check you out if you bring your legs around,” he said, his voice unexpectedly rough.


She blinked again then drew her denim-blue eyes from his face to the airbag. “Oh, I… okay.”


He lifted the deflated bag from her lap while she swung long legs clad in slim black pants over the side, setting her practical black leather boots on the running board.


“No problem moving your legs, no pain anywhere?” he asked, as he set the first aid kit beside her feet.


“No. I didn’t hurt anything other than my nose and mouth.” She touched her bee-stung lips. Her gaze shot to his. “Oh, God, they feel…” She grabbed the visor and angled it to study her face. “I look like one of those women whose plastic surgery went wrong.”


He fought back a smile. “I doubt anyone will notice. The swelling should go down in a day or so.”


She was too busy examining her mouth to respond, or so he thought until she pinned him with a disbelieving stare. “I have Kewpie-doll lips, and you don’t think anyone will notice?”


He had to get her to stop talking about her lips so he could stop staring at them. Because right now they looked pretty damn tempting, and he couldn’t help thinking what it would feel like to kiss her pouty mouth.


Ignoring her question, he said, “From the way you’re moving your head around, I take it you have no pain in your neck?” At a screech of tires, he dragged his gaze from hers as one of the news vans sped by. Ray, leaning against the second van, was chatting up one of the female reporters. “Deputy, what part of ‘Move them out’ didn’t you understand?”


“Right, Sheriff, I’m on it,” Ray said with a two-finger salute.


“Thank you for not letting them take a picture of me,” Ms. Lane murmured, glancing in the direction of the reporters.


“Just doing my job.” Gage gently clasped her jaw and, with two fingers, nudged her chin up to check her pupils for signs of a concussion. He frowned. “You didn’t get the bruise on the bridge of your nose from your run-in with Santa. It’s at least a day old.”


Her lips flattened—as much as they could given how swollen they were. She winced before saying, “No, I didn’t. Because of the lies you people had printed about me yesterday, there were protesters outside my office swinging their stupid Grinch signs. One hit me and broke my glasses.” She stabbed a finger in his chest. “I am not a Grinch, and I am not trying to kill Christmas.”


He couldn’t believe he’d actually felt sorry for her and felt like kissing that mouth.


Wrapping his hand around her wrist, he removed her finger from his chest. “Lady, you might not give a damn about this town, but I do. And from where I’m standing, you’ve done a pretty good job destroying both it and the holiday. Did you give any thought to holding off delivering the death blow until after Christmas?”


She gave him an offended look. “I did not destroy your town or the holiday. And it wasn’t—”


“Really? It’s a little less than a month before Christmas, and with your slick report and its fancy charts and statistics, you’ve stolen this town’s hope for the future. So you tell me, what kind of holiday are we going to have with that hanging over our heads?” He grabbed the first aid kit and started to walk away before he gave in to the urge to shake her.


“Hey, this is not my fault. I had no choice but to—”


He turned to look at her. “Yeah, try telling that to the folks waiting for you in the town hall. You’re real good with numbers, Ms. Lane. Let’s see how you do when you have to look those people in the eye and explain—”


She scowled at him. “I’m not going to explain anything to anyone. I’m not going to stick around so a bunch of small-minded bullies can make me their punching bag. I’ve already suffered a broken nose because of—”


“Your nose isn’t broken, and your mouth looks a hell of a lot better than it did in that stick-up-your-ass picture of you in the paper.”


Her jaw dropped. She made a furious noise in her throat, slammed the door, and revved the engine.


Gage lurched forward at the same time as the SUV. He wrenched the door open. “What the hell are you thinking?” he said, leaning across her to grab the key from the ignition. He jabbed his finger at the wooden Santa. “He could’ve come through the windshield, and you would’ve had a lot more to worry about than a sore nose and swollen mouth.”


She’d gone pale, her bottom lip quivering. “I-I thought I had it in reverse.”


“Don’t even think about crying.”


She sniffed.


No way was he going to feel sorry for her. “I mean it. You brought this on yourself. Now come on.” He moved to take hold of her arm.


She jerked away. “I’m not going anywhere, especially with you. I don’t like you, Sheriff McBride.”


“Good, since I’m not particularly fond of you either, Ms. Lane. Now, there are about two hundred people who have spent the last hour waiting for you. You owe them the courtesy of at least showing up.”


She leaned back against the headrest and shook her head. “I have a headache, and my nose hurts.”


Gage hardened his heart. After all, she wasn’t really hurt. “Too bad. You should’ve thought about that before you decided to run over Santa.”


“Give me my keys,” she demanded through clenched teeth.


Screw it. The citizens of Christmas deserved some answers. He hauled her from the SUV.


“Sorry, Ms. Grinch, but you’re coming with me.”















Chapter Three
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Madison’s shocked gaze went from the big hand clamped on her wrist to the broad leather-clad shoulders of the Neanderthal who dragged her through the snow behind him. She tried to wrench her hand free. “I am so going to sue you,” she said when he tightened his grip.


Just her luck, the reporters weren’t there to witness the brutality of Christmas’s finest. And to think a few moments ago, when she’d gotten a good look at her rescuer with his dark, wind-tousled hair and winter-green eyes, she’d thought him very fine indeed. Combined with his strong, masculine jaw and the shallow dent in his chin, he’d looked as though he’d stepped off a billboard and for a couple of seconds, she wouldn’t have minded if he’d walked off with her.


Until he opened his damn mouth.


He stopped abruptly and turned. She bumped into his unyielding, six-foot-plus frame. Wrapping his hands around her upper arms, he brought his face within inches of hers.


“I’m going to make you a deal, Ms. Lane. You’re going to go into that town hall meeting and pretend like you have a heart, like you care what your decision has cost these people—”


“You jerk. Of course I have a—”


He placed a finger lightly on her mouth, cutting off her protest. His inflexible gaze dropping to her lips, he lowered his hand. “Keep quiet until I’m finished.”


She pried his fingers from her arm. “Maybe the women around here put up with your manhandling and bully tactics, but I won’t.”


His gaze narrowed. “If you want to get out of here today, you’ll keep your Kewpie-doll lips closed and listen to me.”


Her eyes widened. “I can’t believe you just—”


Ignoring her, which he seemed to have a talent for, he said, “You’re going to figure out a way to make the citizens of Christmas feel as though the best thing that could’ve happened to them is that this deal fell through. And since you’re supposed to be so damn smart, it should be easy for you.”


“For your information, that is exactly what I plan on doing.”


He cocked a dark brow. “Really? Yet not two minutes ago you told me you weren’t going to the meeting.”


“So sue me. I was mad, and you made me madder. I just want to get this over with.”


He studied her for a long moment then nodded. “You and me both. I’ll take you into town and call a tow truck for your SUV. There doesn’t appear to be much damage.” He scrutinized the vehicle before returning his attention to her. “Do you need anything out of it for the meeting?”


“Yes, my purse, briefcase, and portfolio.”


He nodded then placed a hand at her elbow, guiding her toward his Suburban—a white Suburban with a picture of Santa on the door. Following the direction of her gaze, he said in a smartass tone of voice, “I hope he won’t give you nightmares.”


“He won’t, but you will.”


Dammit. Why had she said that? She blew out an exasperated breath, placed her foot on the running board, and heaved herself onto the black leather seat.


He stood in the open door, hands planted on the roof of the Suburban. “I’ve never had a woman tell me I gave her nightmares before, but plenty have told me I played a prominent role in their dreams.”


Her gaze drifted up his lean, muscled body to his gorgeous face. She struggled to put a look of derision on hers. “Seriously? I can’t imagine why.”


The corner of his mouth curved.


Her head was beginning to pound, and she sank into the soft leather, closing her eyes.


“Ray, bring me the first aid kit. It should be to the left of your feet.”


Madison opened one eye and caught the sheriff studying her before he met his deputy, who handed him the first aid kit. After a brief conversation, McBride returned to her side. He fiddled with the lever at the base of her seat while keeping one hand on the headrest, carefully easing her into a more comfortable position. Withdrawing a bottle of water from the backseat, he twisted off the cap and handed it to her.


Instead of taking a drink, she gently pressed the cold plastic to her throbbing lips.


“Here.” He drew her hand from the bottle, placing two white pills in her palm.


She eyed them suspiciously. “I won’t be much use to you if I’m dead.”


His gaze glinted with what appeared to be amusement. “They’re ibuprofen.”


Popping the pills in her mouth, she took a deep swallow of the water. “Thanks, but don’t think I’m going to forgive you now that you’re being nice.”


“Just doing my job, Ms. Lane,” he said, as he closed her door. Retrieving her things from the deputy, McBride circled the Suburban. He opened the driver-side door, handing Madison her purse before tossing her briefcase and portfolio in the back.


As he slid behind the wheel, she removed the pins from what was left of the knot at her nape. She retrieved a brush from her purse to set her hair to rights.


“Put your belt on,” he said, as he checked over his shoulder.


She did as he asked, then drew the brush through her tangled hair. She felt the weight of his gaze upon her and tried to ignore the heated flutter in the pit of her stomach. For some reason, sitting in the close confines of a vehicle with his large body brushing up against hers felt intimate.


It was all Vivi and Hot Bod’s fault. Her friend’s recent hook-up had Madison thinking about how long it had been since a man had his hands on her, big hands with long, broad fingers. Hands like Sheriff McBride’s.


She gave her hair a sharp tug to change the direction of her thoughts. Gathering it in a low ponytail, she twisted it into a knot and stuck the pins back in.


“Why would you do that?” he asked, his tone gruff.


She shifted, turning to stare at him, but he’d returned his gaze to the road. “Are you asking why I put my hair in a bun?”


He grunted. “Yeah.”


That had to be the oddest question a man had ever asked her.


“Because it looks professional.” Pulling down the visor to ensure that it did, she caught sight of her lips and groaned. The cold water hadn’t made a difference.


He shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re getting so worked up about. Only thing people around here care about is what’s coming out of your mouth, not what it looks like.”


She pushed the visor up. “You haven’t spent a lot of time in small towns, Sheriff McBride, if you think this”—she circled her face with a finger—“isn’t going to garner comments and speculation.”


Her stomach heaved at the thought. The torment she’d been put through as a kid came back to taunt her. God, she hated small towns. She closed her eyes and took a calming breath.


“I’ve lived here all my life, Ms. Lane,” he replied. “Like my father and his father before him. So I do know what I’m talking about.”


For some reason, the fact he was a small-town boy disappointed her. It shouldn’t have. It wasn’t like she was going to see him again after today, as if she even wanted to, no matter how gorgeous he was. But it bothered her to think he was like the people she’d grown up with.


They drove past a row of quaint shops with swags of garland hung over gaily painted doors. Antique streetlamps festooned with wreaths and bright red bows lined the snow-dusted sidewalk. A cheerful, welcoming street in a town that thought she’d destroyed it. She sighed. She wanted to put the town of Christmas and the memories it was stirring up far behind her.


She cleared the emotion from her throat. “Are we almost there?”


“Yeah, next street over.” His observant eyes roamed her face. “Look, why don’t I call the mayor? He can reschedule the meeting until tomorrow. You can take a room and get a good night’s sleep.”


“Thanks, I appreciate the thought, but I’m booked on a red-eye out of Denver tonight.” He stiffened beside her. His reaction surprised her. She didn’t think that she’d sounded ungrateful.


“I really do appreciate the offer…” Following his gaze, she groaned when she spotted the reporters crowded on the sidewalk outside a two-story wood building.


“I’ll take you around the back.”


She carefully slipped her sunglasses on. “No, let’s just get this over with.”


He slanted her a look then shrugged. “Suit yourself.” Bringing the Suburban to a stop, he unsnapped his seat belt. “Don’t get out until I come around to your side.”


As oddly attractive as his protective manner was, she didn’t want him to think she was a wimp. “I can handle the press, Sheriff McBride.”


“Just do as I say, Ms. Lane. There’s going to be a lot of pushing and shoving to get at you. Your face doesn’t need to take another hit.” Muttering something about stubborn women under his breath, he pulled her briefcase and portfolio from the backseat. Closing the door, he came around to her side.


A female deputy with chin-length brown hair shouldered her way to Madison’s other side.


“Glad you finally made it, Sheriff,” the woman said. “Crowd inside is getting about as restless as this bunch.”


“Just what I wanted to hear,” Sheriff McBride said, as he expertly maneuvered Madison through the reporters shouting their questions. He held the door open with one hand while nudging her inside with the other. “Ray should be by in a couple of minutes to give you a hand, Jill.”


With a brisk nod and a resentful look in Madison’s direction, the woman took up her position in front of the doors.


“Real friendly deputy you have there, Sheriff,” Madison said, stepping away from him.


“Jill works for me part-time while helping out her sister-in-law at the bakery. Her brother’s MIA in Afghanistan. They’re going through a tough time. Your decision to torpedo the resort just made it a whole lot tougher.”


She shoved her sunglasses on top of her head. “If you’re trying to make me feel guilty, it won’t work.” But it did, and she resented him for that. It wasn’t like she’d taken pleasure in killing the deal. It wasn’t personal. Why couldn’t they understand that?


A man who’d been speaking to a group of people just inside the doors broke away and walked toward her. With his tawny blond hair and tailored charcoal-black suit, he looked like he’d be more at home in the big city than in this sleepy little Colorado town.


“Welcome to Christmas, Ms. Lane. I’m Ethan O’Connor, the mayor.” His movie-star smile dimmed when his gaze dropped to her mouth, but he quickly recovered and motioned to her portfolio and briefcase. “Why don’t I take these for you?”


“Thank you,” she said, catching a glimpse inside the packed room. Her fingers tightened reflexively around the handles of her portfolio. The hall had gone silent as one by one heads turned in their direction. She knew she’d be facing a tough crowd, but she hadn’t been prepared for the rabid hostility she saw in their eyes. She was suddenly glad of the protective presence of the intimidating male at her back.


“I’ve got them,” McBride said from behind her, relieving her of her bags before she could protest.


Mayor O’Connor raised a brow. His eyes flicked from her to the sheriff, a slight smile curving his lips.


What was that about?


Madison mentally shrugged, then followed the mayor into the hall. The whispers and snickers and neighbors nudging one another as she walked into the room felt all too familiar. Her stomach cramped and her chest tightened. It felt like someone was holding a pillow over her face. They were the same nervous reactions she’d suffered for months after the accident that had claimed the life of her mother and the man she’d been having an affair with—a man from a prominent and well-respected family.


Unlike hers.


In the beginning, the town’s anger hadn’t been confined to whispers and snickers like that of the citizens of Christmas. The townspeople had been aggressive in their condemnation, and friends of the dead man’s children had made life miserable for Madison. They never let her forget who she was and where she’d come from.


She stiffened her spine as she walked to the front of the room. She wasn’t that shamed little girl anymore, and she’d be damned if she’d let the people of Christmas make her feel like she was.


“Put Ms. Lane’s things over here, Gage.” The mayor indicated an empty chair at the end of the long wooden table where four men and a woman sat. “Ms. Lane, I can take your coat for you,” he offered, stepping toward her.


She handed him her coat. “I’ll set up my charts while you go ahead with the introduction, Mr. O’Connor.”


The mayor smothered a cough, which sounded suspiciously like a laugh, with his hand. “I think it’s safe to say, Ms. Lane, you don’t need any introduction. The floor’s yours.”


A moment or two to prepare herself would’ve been nice. It wasn’t like she hadn’t given a speech before—she had, numerous times—but not to a crowd who considered her the enemy.


Madison took her place behind the podium. Wrestling the microphone into position, she opened her mouth to address the residents of Christmas.


“Would you get a load of those lips,” an older woman in the front row said in an overloud whisper. She looked like everyone’s ideal of the perfect grandmother, if you discounted the flaming red streak in her softly curled white hair. Her red sweater sported Rudolph, his nose blinking on and off. Flashing candy cane earrings dangled from her ears, casting her lined face in a pink glow.


Self-consciously, Madison’s hand went to her mouth. “I—” she began.


“What was that you said, Nell?” An older man, wearing a red plaid shirt, angled his whiskered chin at the woman beside him.


No way was Madison going to give this Nell person a chance to repeat her embarrassing comment. “Hello. I’m Madison Lane. I’ve been asked—”


“Turn your hearing aid up, Ted. I said, get a load of those lips.”


“Nell.” The sheriff’s deep voice interrupted the low snorts of laughter. From where he sat against the wall, he glowered at the woman.


The old lady shrugged. “I’m just sayin’.”


Madison cleared her throat, determined not to let the woman get to her. “Mr. Hartwell thought it would be helpful for y’all to see the process behind our decision.” Dammit, when she got nervous, the Southern drawl she’d worked so hard to get rid of leaked out. She cleared her throat again.


“Ethan, for pity’s sake, give the girl a glass of water,” said the woman who was fast becoming Madison’s least favorite person in the room.


The mayor half-rose from his chair, hand poised over the plastic pitcher. “Ms. Lane?”


She shook her head. “No, I’m good. Thank you. As I was saying—”


“Just get to the point, girlie. Why the Sam Hill did Hartwell renege on our deal? That nice young man Harrison told us it was as good as done.”


Madison didn’t know who she wanted to strangle more, the old lady or the Snake. “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name…”


“McBride, Nell McBride.”


Madison shot an accusatory look at Gage McBride. Of course she’d be related to him. A wry grimace crooked his lips, and he lifted a broad shoulder. She returned her attention to his loud-mouthed relative.


“Ms. McBride, I’m sorry if Harrison’s unthinking remarks have left you feeling as though you’ve been misled. That was never our intention. We at Hartwell Enterprises take pride in the fact we are the premier developer of destination resorts in North America. And we didn’t earn the designation by operating in anything less than good faith with our communities. There is a very strict protocol that must be adhered to before we can sign off on an offer to purchase and develop. If you allow me to show you, I have parsed the report into more easily understandable terms. I—”


“Is she saying we’re stupid, Nell?” asked an older man wearing a green plaid shirt, his white hair military short.


Nell McBride nodded, her candy canes madly swinging. “Yep, I think that’s exactly what she said, Fred.”


Up and down the rows, angry muttering broke out.


Alarm flashed through Madison. She’d barely started, and already she was losing them. She held up her hand. “No, that is not what I said. Not at all. I’ve simply parsed the data that is most relevant to your community and concerns.”


“Go ahead, get on with your parsing business.” Nell McBride waved her fingers at the easels.


Madison took a calming breath, then set her pointer on the first line of the graph. Her tension eased as she explained the data. She took comfort in the numbers, in the knowledge that at least in this, no one could question her motives. It was based on logic, not emotions. Moving on to the comparative analysis she’d conducted on the town of Christmas, she highlighted the salient points.


An hour into her presentation, she heard a noise every public speaker dreads—someone was snoring. Loudly. She raised her voice and soldiered on as she’d learned to do in previous presentations when this happened to her. Although it was incomprehensible to Madison, there was always one person in the audience who found the information she imparted somewhat… dry. Then, one after another, the citizens of Christmas joined in a rousing snore fest. Without turning, Madison knew who the ringleader was.


“Knock it off,” the sheriff ordered in his deep, authoritative voice.


She looked over to offer her thanks. Her mouth dropped. There was no mistaking the look of a newly awakened man—the red imprint of a hand on the sheriff’s sun-bronzed face, his heavy-lidded eyes. Rising to his feet, he avoided meeting her offended stare. “I said that’s enough.”


The mayor came up beside Madison, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Sorry about that,” he murmured, then addressed the now-silent audience. “Ms. Lane took time out of her busy schedule to speak with us, and I expect you to be courteous. If she has no objection, we’ll move on to the question segment.” He raised a brow, awaiting her agreement.


She nodded, wondering if she could ask him to kick Nell McBride and the gruesome twosome out.


The mayor disengaged the mic and led her to the empty chair beside him. She sat down with a sigh of relief, then Nell McBride stood up. Madison groaned.


“I saw you nodding off, Ethan O’Connor, so get down off your high horse, sonny.”


Madison narrowed her gaze on the mayor who shifted self-consciously in his chair. He cleared his throat. “You have a question, Nell?”


“Sure she does. Give her hell, Nellie,” the old guy on Nell McBride’s right said, then Fred or Ted or whoever the hell he was added his two cents. “Yeah, give the city slicker the what-for, Nell.”


The head elf nodded to her posse before narrowing her shrewd gaze on Madison. “You and I both know the only reason you’re here is to do damage control. You don’t give a Sam Hill about our town, but you do care about your company’s reputation.”


Madison was not about to let this woman ride roughshod over her. “Ms. McBride, Hartwell Enterprises has an exemplary reputation, and that piece of sensationalism the Times printed will soon be yesterday’s news. Both parties had until November 24 to withdraw their offers, and after careful consideration, unfortunately we had to withdraw ours.”


When Nell McBride opened her mouth to object, Madison quickly held up a hand. It was time for a change in tactics. “Have any of you considered what a development of this size will do to your community?”


“Yeah, our kids won’t have to move away to get jobs,” a man yelled from the back row. Several people echoed their agreement.


“I can’t deny that, but are you willing to pay the price? I haven’t had the opportunity to spend any time here, but it’s obviously a beautiful town, quiet and family oriented. If the project we’d envisioned had passed, that would no longer be the case. A resort of the size we planned would attract upwards of three million visitors a year.” Hartwell needed the resort to draw at least three million visitors a year to be viable, and given the town’s out-of-the-way location, it wouldn’t have. “Your crime rate would increase exponentially. I noticed your lovely shops on Main Street, and while initially you would see your business increase, have you thought of what will happen when the competition moves into town?


“And believe me, it will. Noise levels, traffic levels will all increase. Christmas as you know it will no longer exist.” The audience fell into a contemplative silence. Several people nodded at their neighbors. Finally, she’d gotten through to them.


“Christmas isn’t going to exist at all,” Nell McBride said, “if our young people move out of town and the folks with businesses have no one to sell their goods to, now is it? Tell Joe Hartwell to give us an extension. Give us another few weeks to come up with a solution to the problems you were going on about.”


“I’m sorry, Ms. McBride, that’s impossible. Perhaps if there was a chance the state would approve the proposed bypass, we may, and I stress may, reconsider our stance.”


“We have faith in our mayor. If you give him some time, he’ll get the state to come around on the bypass. Harrison Hartwell saw the potential in our little town. When he was here, he said we were going to be the jewel in the Hartwell crown. Since you’re the one who wrote the report that put the nail in our coffin, you owe us the opportunity to show you what we have to offer. Spend a few days here, and you’ll see what your boss saw in our town.”


“Harrison is not my boss, Ms. McBride. I’m his,” Madison said, forcing her lips to curve. “As for Mr. O’Connor making headway on the bypass, I’m sorry to say I don’t share your optimism. Not in this economy. And I’m afraid a few days in Christmas is unlikely to affect my decision.”


The older woman’s chin jutted out. “Then stay longer.”


“I’m sorry, I can’t. I have a meeting scheduled first thing Monday morning.”


“Have another town to kill, do you?”


Madison’s fingers tightened painfully around the microphone. “That’s actually not part of my job description, Ms. McBride, but I do have a job to do. You can believe it or not, but I’m sorry that in this particular instance, it resulted in us not going ahead with the project.”


A man stood up at the back of the room. With his snow-white hair and beard, he looked like Santa Claus. Except he wasn’t dressed in red, he was dressed in furs. “Name’s Coulter Dane. Just wanted to be sure you people no longer hold an option on my land.”


Madison recognized the name. One of the Danes had approached Harrison with the deal. The family owned the majority of the property Hartwell had been going to purchase.


“No we don’t, Mr. Dane. You should be receiving a letter from our lawyers any day now to that effect. I’ll reconfirm when and how it’s being sent and get that information to you first thing tomorrow.”


“That’ll be fine. I was just confused seeing as how Harrison Hartwell called me up this morning to tell me I’d be receiving a check for the agreed-upon amount within a week or so.”


Unable to conceal her shock, Madison’s mouth dropped open. What the hell was Harrison up to? The way he was undermining her, it was no wonder these people thought they had a chance of reopening negotiations.


“I’m terribly sorry for the confusion, Mr. Dane, but I have not authorized a check for the purchase of your property, nor will I be.” Thank God the fact a big fat check wasn’t coming his way didn’t seem to bother the man. If anything, he looked relieved.


Everyone turned as a lanky, twenty-something kid burst into the hall. “Hey, did you hear? The reporters are saying the lady from New York ran over Santa.”


The crowd gaped at Madison with accusing eyes. Half the front row rose angrily to their feet, Nell McBride among them. “So killing Christmas wasn’t enough for you. You had to go and kill Santa, too,” she shouted.


Madison’s frustration got the better of her, and she snapped, “For God’s sake, it’s a stupid sign, and I didn’t run over it on purpose. I hit Santa when I swerved to miss Rudolph.”


“Stupid? Who do you think you are calling my sign stupid?” Nell McBride barked.


All at once, people began to shout their derogatory opinions of Madison and Hartwell Enterprises. Chairs toppled to the floor as the angry residents of Christmas jumped to their feet.


Sheriff McBride strode to the front of the room. His eyes meeting hers, he gave a disappointed shake of his head before turning on the angry mob. “Settle down!”


He actually thought this was her fault? Okay, she’d had enough. Thanks to his relative and Harrison’s meddling, there was nothing Madison could say that would change their minds. Retrieving her coat and bags, she pushed back her chair and came to her feet.


“Were not finished here. You—” Nell McBride began before the sheriff cut her off.


“It’s over, Nell. Let’s go.” Once he’d ushered the furious citizens of Christmas to the doors, the sheriff made his way back to her. He handed her a set of keys. “The body shop couldn’t have your vehicle repaired before tomorrow. Someone will return it to the rental company for you. They got you a replacement. It’s the black SUV parked at the back of the building.” He lifted his chin to the door behind them. “I’ll go out front and tell them she’s in a meeting with you, Ethan. That’ll give her time to get away before they realize she’s gone. Ms. Lane, it’s been… interesting. Just do me a favor and try not to hit anything on your way out of Christmas.”


Smartass. She plastered a fake smile on her face. “As long as you don’t have any elves jumping out of the woods waving good-bye signs, I should be good.”


Just when she thought she couldn’t wait to see the last of his too-gorgeous face, he flashed a sexy grin and winked. Then, with a nod to the mayor, he strode from the hall, closing the doors behind him.


Mayor O’Connor’s cell rang as she said good-bye to him at the back door. “I’m fine. Take your call,” she said, heading to the SUV.


He scanned the lot that was empty save for the two unoccupied vehicles beside hers, then nodded, answering his cell. Lifting his hand in farewell, he closed the door.


Madison caught a flash of color to her left as she slid behind the wheel of the SUV. Concerned she might be risking life and limb by sticking around, she turned the key in the ignition. Her cell rang. She was tempted to let it go to voice mail until she saw who it was.


“Madison, how did the meeting go?”


Her hands strangled the wheel. “No thanks to you, I got out of there alive. What were you thinking, Harrison? You had those people convinced there was actually a possibility this deal could be pushed through.” At the sound of voices coming from the side of the building, Madison did a quick shoulder check, about to pull out.


“As far as I’m concerned, you’re being overly cautious, and I feel a full review is in order before we let go of this property.”


“You are not in a position to demand a review. But I am in a position to demand you write a letter of apology to this town and explain to them you were not authorized to make the promises that you did,” she said, as she backed up.


A loud bang, then another, rocked the SUV. She slammed on the brakes, jerking her gaze to the rearview mirror. Ted and Fred pointed at her, shouting, “You killed Nell!”


“Oh, God, no… no,” Madison cried. Heart in her throat, she jammed the gear into Park, then fought with the door handle. Her hand shook so badly she couldn’t get it open.


“What was that?”


“Shut up, just shut up. This is all your fault,” she yelled over the loud buzzing in her head. Using both hands, she managed to open the door and stumble from the SUV. The two older men were yelling at her as a crowd began to form, but all she could see was Nell McBride, her earrings flashing, stretched out on the snow-covered ground with her eyes closed, hands neatly folded on her chest.















Chapter Four
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Gage scanned the thinning crowd outside the town hall for his aunt, half-expecting to find her lined up with the two dozen citizens of Christmas waiting to give the reporters their next sound bite. At that moment, Brandi, Holly, and Hailey were giving them both an eyeful and an earful.


He winced. If Ms. Lane thought the press had done a number on her reputation before, he wouldn’t want to be around when she caught the late-night news. She didn’t deserve what they were saying about her. She’d just been doing her job. And if today was any indication, she was damn good at it. Her presentation could have used a little work, though. She’d practically put him to sleep. He gave his head an amused shake. He couldn’t recall ever meeting a woman that enthralled with numbers.


A rap on the glass doors behind him drew his attention. Ethan motioned him inside.


Gage radioed his deputies who were across the street directing traffic. “Keep ’em moving. I need a word with the mayor.”


“That’s one experience I’d rather not repeat,” Ethan said, once Gage joined him inside.


“You and me both.” He glanced at the hall’s closed doors. “She get away okay?”


“Yeah, but don’t worry, I’ve got her contact information.” Ethan grinned, fishing a business card from the inside pocket of his jacket.


Gage frowned. “What would I want that for?”


Flipping the cream-colored card between his fingers, Ethan shrugged. “If you’re not interested, I think I’ll—”


“Give it to me.” Gage took the card. “I’ll have to get in touch with her about her insurance,” he said in an attempt to wipe the knowing smile from his friend’s face.


“Sure you do.” Ethan laughed, then nodded at the reporters. “I doubt this was the publicity Hartwell had in mind when he sent Ms. Lane here.”


Absently, Gage rubbed his thumb over the gold-embossed lettering. “I should have… What now?” he muttered as the crowd stampeded past the doors with the reporters in hot pursuit.


His radio crackled to life. “Sheriff… Sheriff McBride, ah, we have a problem.”


“What the hell’s going on, Ray?” He tried to make himself heard over the shouting in the background. “I can’t hear shit.” He took off after the crowd with Ethan on his heels. As Gage closed in on them, his heart about stopped. Once again, he pushed through an angry mob calling for Madison Lane’s head.


“Everyone back off. Give me some room.” Over the heads of the crowd, he spotted his aunt and Ms. Lane lying on the ground. Ray was kneeling between them.


“Holy shit,” Ethan groaned behind him.


He got that right. Gage shut down his emotions as he made his way toward them.


“They’re alive, Sheriff. Nell’s unconscious. Ms. Lane fainted, but she seems to be coming around,” Ray quickly reassured him.


“No thanks to that there city slicker. She ran over Nell on purpose. Arrest her!” Fred demanded, firing up the crowd.


“Quiet!” Gage ordered as he took in his aunt’s unnaturally peaceful pose and Ms. Lane, who pushed herself into a sitting position. “You call for the ambulance?” Gage nudged Ray out of the way, taking his place between his aunt and Ms. Lane.


His deputy came to his feet. “Yep, they’re on their way.”


“Don’t try to stand up just yet,” Gage said to Ms. Lane. He crouched beside her, resting a hand on her shoulder as his gaze swept over his aunt, whose eyeballs jittered behind her lids. He quickly reviewed the scene and came to the conclusion… it was a setup. He drilled a hard look at Fred and Ted.


“Hey, it wasn’t us. It was her.” They pointed at Ms. Lane, who took one look at Nell and appeared ready to faint, again. Gage wrapped an arm around her, drawing her to his side.


“Ray, start taking witness statements. Ethan, Jill, clear the perimeter for the ambulance. You okay?” he asked Ms. Lane before withdrawing his arm. She nodded. He leaned over to check Nell’s pulse, strong and steady, then began to examine her for broken bones.


“What the Sam Hill do you think you’re doing, Gage McBride?” His aunt slapped his hands away. Then, as though realizing she didn’t sound like she was at death’s door, she brought a hand to her brow and moaned. “What happened? Where am I?”


Ms. Lane clutched his arm. “She’s alive. Oh, thank God, she’s alive.”


“Oh, yeah, she’s alive, all right,” he muttered with a frustrated shake of his head.


Nell lowered her hand from her brow, clear blue eyes narrowing on Gage before she said, “No thanks to you, girlie. Where’s your cuffs, Gage? Read her her rights and throw her in jail. She tried to kill me.”


Ms. Lane’s panicked gaze shot from him to his aunt. “No… no, you have to believe me. I didn’t mean to hit you. I didn’t see you.”


Gage gave her arm a reassuring squeeze. “Calm down. We’ll get to the bottom of this.” He brought his mouth to his aunt’s ear. “You better think this through before you take it too far. She damn well didn’t hit you on purpose if she hit you at all.”


Nell snapped her eyes closed, letting loose a pitiful moan.


Ms. Lane buried her face in her hands. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean—”


“Don’t say another word,” Gage warned as Rick Dane, owner of the town’s newspaper, managed to evade Jill before Ethan corralled him.


Siren blaring, the ambulance came down Main Street, drowning out the questions the reporters shouted. “Ethan,” Gage yelled, waving over his best friend as he helped Ms. Lane to her feet.


Angling his body, he blocked her from the reporters’ line of sight. “Take her to the station. I’ll meet you there shortly,” he said once Ethan reached his side. Between them, they got her into Ethan’s Escalade.


As Gage fastened her seat belt, he felt her body tremble beneath his hand and cursed his aunt. She’d gone too far this time.


Ms. Lane cleared her throat. “Do I need a lawyer?”


And that was the question of the day. Gage wondered how long it would take to break his aunt and decided he’d be better off focusing his efforts on Fred and Ted. “We’ll talk about it when I get to the station.”


“You get those statements?” Gage asked Ray once they were safely away.


“Yeah, no one other than Fred and Ted saw anything.”


Figures. “Help Jill clear everyone out of here. Then head over to the hospital and—” The beeping of the ambulance backing into the lot stopped Gage from adding anything else. Fred and Ted made sympathetic noises while Gage helped the paramedics load Nell onto the stretcher. She kept her eyes closed, adding a wince or groan of pain every so often. Even though Gage was pretty damn sure she was faking it, he leaned over and kissed her peppermint-scented cheek. “They’ll take good care of you, Aunt Nell. I’ll be there once I look after things here,” he promised.


She cracked one eye open and gave him a sweetly innocent smile. And when had Nell ever been innocent or, for that matter, sweet? Why the hell did his dad have to be on vacation now? He was the only one who could make his aunt see reason. “Ray, don’t let Nell out of your sight,” Gage warned his deputy. “And keep an eye on those two.” He gestured to Ted and Fred who were shuffling toward their lime-green pickup.


With nothing left to see, the crowd began to disperse. Gage ignored the reporters’ questions—he’d deal with them later—and examined the back of the SUV. No sign of impact, just like he expected. The distance from the imprint Nell’s body left in the snow and the SUV validated his suspicions that it was a setup. Now he just had to prove it.


*      *      *


From where he stood in the small kitchen at the station, Gage leaned back to check on Ms. Lane, who sat in his office across the hall with a phone pressed to her ear.


“What a mess. How are you going to deal with it?” Ethan asked him.


“Kill Nell,” Gage muttered, only half-joking. He shook out a packet of sugar and poured it into the cup of coffee he’d prepared for Ms. Lane.


Ethan looked at him over the rim of his mug. “You’re positive Nell set this up?”


Gage raised a brow.


“Yeah, I know, it’s Nell.” Ethan set his mug on the poinsettia-decorated tablecloth. “If my mother hadn’t distracted me with her phone call, none of this would’ve happened.”


Gage held back a frustrated Damn straight. He understood why Ethan had taken the call. As tight-fisted as Liz O’Connor was, it had to be something important for her to make a ship-to-shore call. “Everything all right?”


“Yeah, guess who’s in the cabin beside hers?”


No way. “Dad and Karen are on the same ship as Liz?” His father’s on-again, off-again girlfriend had surprised him with a Caribbean cruise. Who his father dated was his own business, but Gage wasn’t overly fond of the aggressive, thirty-something emergency room nurse. He thought his father and Liz were perfect for each other. Before the deaths of Ethan’s father and Gage’s mother, the couples had been the best of friends. Like Ethan, Gage figured that was the problem.


Ethan nodded then grinned. “Karen made a big production of it. She accused Mom of stalking Paul.”


Gage shook his head, tossing the empty sugar packet in the garbage. “I hope Dad didn’t let her get away with it.”


“Karen’s too smart to show her true colors when Paul’s around. Mom took care of her, though. She told Karen that Paul was too old for her, and she had her sights set on a much younger man. The ship’s doctor.”


“Good for her.” Gage laughed. Maybe the thought of Liz with someone else would give his father the kick in the ass he needed.


Ethan glanced at his watch. “I have to take off. Call me as soon as you have word on Nell. We can only hold off the press for so long.”


Gage nodded, and with the cup of coffee in hand, entered his office. Ms. Lane, who’d just ended her call, looked up. Her eyes were red-rimmed, her face chalk white. Gage hadn’t had a chance to speak with her yet to alleviate some of the fear shadowing her vivid blue eyes.


He handed her the cup of coffee. “Drink this—you’ll feel better once you do.”


Murmuring her thanks, she cupped the mug with her hands. “Am I going to be charged with attempted murder?” she asked, a quaver in her voice.


His aunt had a lot to answer for. “No, at most it will be a charge of reckless driving,” he said, as he shrugged out of his jacket and hung it beside hers on the wooden coat stand. He moved around to the front of his desk, weighing out how much he should tell her before either his aunt, or Fred and Ted, confirmed his suspicions.


“Call on line one, Sheriff,” his dispatcher, Susie, yelled from the front desk.


Gage pressed the orange flashing button before picking up the receiver. “McBride here.”


“Sheriff McBride, this is Joe Hartwell. What’s all this about my employee being involved in an accident? Our phones haven’t stopped ringing. First I hear she took out Santa.” From his tone of voice, you could tell that one was a head-scratcher. “And now they’re saying she hit an elderly woman… intentionally.”


“Hello, Mr. Hartwell.” Gage had assumed she’d been talking to her boss, but apparently not. She groaned and sank lower in her chair. He figured he could ease her worry and Hartwell’s at the same time. “I’m still waiting for an update on Ms. McBride’s condition, but—”


“That’s the victim? Any relation to you?”


“Yes, as it happens, she’s my great-aunt.” Not that the connection gave him any pleasure at the moment. “As far as Nell being a victim… the jury’s still out on that.”


Ms. Lane straightened in her chair, brow furrowed.


“I’m not sure I understand what you’re trying to say, Sheriff McBride,” Joe Hartwell said slowly.


Gage gave Hartwell the same story he’d give the press if his suspicions proved correct. His aunt had fallen on the ice. Ted and Fred, given their age and diminished eyesight and the fact they were worked up from the meeting and not thinking clearly, had assumed the SUV had hit their friend. What Gage didn’t tell Hartwell and Ms. Lane, who was now giving him the benefit of her full attention, was that he figured while she’d been distracted by a phone call, Nell lay on the ground a safe distance from the SUV and her partners in crime pounded the back end of the vehicle once she was in position.


It would serve the three of them right if he charged them with public mischief, or worse.


Ms. Lane narrowed her eyes on him. Oh, yeah, smart as she was, he figured she’d just about put the pieces together. And from the look on her face, she was not amused. He didn’t blame her.


“Doc’s on line two, Sheriff,” Susie called out, as Gage wrapped up his explanation.


“Can you hold for a minute, Mr. Hartwell? I have Nell’s doctor on the other line.” At Hartwell’s agreement, Gage leaned back and pressed the button.


“Hey, Matt, how’s Nell?”


“Hang on a minute, Gage.” There was a muffled exchange in the background, then Matt came back on the line, blowing out an exasperated breath. Gage didn’t blame him. Dealing with his aunt could drive a sane man crazy. “Sorry, Nell decided I needed a refresher on what constitutes doctor-patient confidentiality.”


“I bet she did,” Gage muttered, more certain than ever his instincts hadn’t failed him. “Let me guess—other than being certifiable, she’s fine.”


At Ms. Lane’s gasp, Gage winced. He shouldn’t have said that out loud.


“Are you telling me she purposely set out—”


Ms. Lane looked ready to give him a piece of her mind, and having been on the receiving end earlier, Gage figured he wouldn’t be able to hear Matt if she did. He raised a hand to cut her off.


Matt laughed then sobered. “Actually, she has a stress fracture of her tibia.”


Gage frowned. There had to be some other explanation. From the placement of Nell’s body, any injury would’ve been sustained on the left side. “Which leg?”


“Right.”


“Any other injuries or bruising consistent with being hit by an SUV?”


“No, and as I’m sure you’re aware, a stress fracture in a woman of Nell’s age and activity level isn’t unusual. I’ve put her in an air cast. She’ll be out of commission for at least twelve weeks.”


“I bet that went over well,” he said, imagining his aunt’s reaction.


“Surprisingly, it did. Ted and Fred offered to help, but I got the distinct impression she had someone else in mind. Good luck, Gage. I think you’re about to get yourself a roommate. Let me know if you need me to make a house call.”


Gage scrubbed a hand over his face. He knew exactly how his aunt’s mind worked—scary thought—and she’d made it pretty clear at the town hall meeting she wanted Ms. Lane to remain in town. And if he wasn’t mistaken, that was exactly who Nell’s intended roommate was.


He didn’t plan on letting that happen. Madison Lane had caused more trouble in the last couple of hours than he’d had to deal with in over a year. He didn’t want to think about what would happen if she stuck around for a few more days.















Chapter Five
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Madison’s left eye began to twitch. And if Sheriff McBride didn’t clue her in on his aunt’s condition, Madison’s eye wouldn’t be the only thing twitching. Trying to read his expression wasn’t helpful. She kept getting distracted by the movement of his lips. She gave her head a slight shake, concentrating on what was coming out of his mouth instead and realized he’d ended his conversation with the doctor.


“What did he—”


“Your boss is on hold. Might as well do this all at once.” He leaned across his desk to bring Joe back on the line.


Her hands fisted nervously in her lap. She didn’t like the hard edge in his voice or what his comment seemed to imply. No, he believed her. He didn’t think she set out to purposely run over his aunt. But the thought he might have changed his mind caused a rush of prickly heat to weaken her arms and legs. She felt faint. The same reaction she’d had upon seeing Nell McBride lying dead in the snow.


Only she hadn’t been dead. And judging from the sheriff’s comments, his crazy aunt had tried to set her up. His voice broke through her ping-ponging emotions.


“Mr. Hartwell, I’m going to put you on speaker.” He raised a brow, seeking her agreement.


She nodded. It wasn’t as if she could put off speaking to Joe. Instead of calling him after the mayor had brought her to the station, she’d first called Skye and then Vivi to talk her off the ledge. She’d needed their reassurance and support, not something Joe would’ve offered. Even though it appeared she wasn’t going to be charged with attempted murder, probably hadn’t even hit the schemer, Madison’s PR attempt had failed miserably. And blaming Harrison for the debacle, no matter that it was true, probably wouldn’t fly. Harrison was family and she wasn’t.


“Madison, are you all right?”


“I’m fine, just a little shaky.” She released the breath she’d been holding. Joe sounded more concerned than angry. The sheriff gave her a slow and thorough once-over, and her cheeks warmed in response to the intense perusal of those winter-green eyes. Thankfully, her boss recaptured his attention before he noticed her reaction.


“How’s your aunt, Sheriff?”


“She has a stress fracture of her tibia.”


Madison groaned, and her stomach heaved.


“I’m sorry to hear that. Given her injury, is it still your opinion that this was an accident and the accusations a misunderstanding?”


“Yes.” He held Madison’s gaze as he spoke. “As far as I’m concerned, no charges will be brought against Ms. Lane.”


She relaxed in the chair for the first time since she’d entered his office and smiled her thanks. He smiled back. A heady rush of heat enveloped her in response to the slow, sexy curve of his oh-so-kissable lips. It was a good thing she didn’t plan on staying in town; the man would be dangerous to her professionalism.


“I’m glad to hear that, but I’m going to be frank with you, Sheriff. While you were on the phone with the doctor, I spoke to my legal team. We’re already fielding calls from the media asking for a comment on this latest incident. Compounded with the negative publicity we received yesterday, this is turning into a bit of a nightmare for us. And I imagine your town’s opinion of Hartwell Enterprises has now been further damaged, hasn’t it?”


Madison stiffened. Joe might as well come out and blame the entire fiasco on her. “Joe, I—”


“Please, Madison, let the man speak,” Joe interrupted her.


She gritted her teeth.


Sheriff McBride rubbed a hand over his beard-shadowed jaw, avoiding her gaze. “I’d say that’s an accurate assessment.”


“Would it also be accurate to say that your aunt’s opinion carries substantial weight in the community?”


Madison snorted. The sheriff raised a brow. Certifiable, she mouthed, repeating his earlier comment.


The corner of his mouth quirked as though he fought back a grin. His amusement might have been contagious if she wasn’t so damn mad.


“Yes. Nell’s very involved in the community. She’s chaired practically every committee in town.”


Yeah, like the one that trashed my reputation, Madison thought.


“As I understand it, your aunt, along with a good number of the citizens of Christmas, want Madison to remain a few days to experience all that your town has to offer.”


She knew exactly where Joe was headed, and there was no way in hell she was staying. “In hopes of changing my… our minds, Joe, which we both know isn’t going to happen. Not to mention the budget meeting we’ve already pushed back. We can’t afford to—”


“Madison, you don’t seem to realize the amount of negative publicity this has generated,” Joe cut her off sharply. And there it was again, the implication that the mess was entirely of her doing.


She scowled at the sheriff. If he hadn’t dragged her to that meeting, none of this would’ve happened. Okay, maybe that was a stretch, but indirectly it was his fault. The crazy old lady was his aunt. Arms crossed over his broad chest, he cocked his head. She held his gaze, refusing to back down.


Caught up in their staring match, she didn’t realize Joe had continued speaking until she heard him say, “I would think a week should be enough to satisfy your aunt, don’t you, Sheriff?”


Panic shot through her, and she gave a frantic shake of her head. “No,” she croaked at the same time the sheriff cautiously said, “Yes.” He gave her a what-could-I-say look, then shrugged.


“Good, that settles it. Madison will remain in Christmas for a week. Hopefully that will appease the town. They’ll realize we value their opinions and are responsive to their concerns. I’m sure it will generate the goodwill which we so desperately need at the moment.”


And if he believed that, he was as delusional as Nell McBride. “Joe, I really can’t take a week off. I have—”


“Nothing is as important as turning this around, Madison. Harrison can present your budget. It’s not as if you’re out of contact should something arise that requires your attention.”


“Harrison?” Her voice cracked on a horrified note.


The sheriff gave her an odd look. Easy for him—it wasn’t his life on a collision course with disaster.


“Yes. This will be a good opportunity for him to step up to the plate,” Joe said firmly.


A good opportunity for him to step into my job, more likely.


“Thank you for your time, Sheriff,” Joe continued. “I’d appreciate it if you keep me updated and inform me once the allegations against Madison have been put to rest. Madison, we’ll speak later.”


She groaned, dropping her face in her palms. Large hands took hold of hers and drew them from her face.


“Come on, it’s not that bad.”


She looked down at the hands that held hers, the tanned, long, broad fingers that smoothed over her knuckles. She imagined hands like that could offer much more than comfort to some lucky woman. Her thoughts brought her up short, and she reminded herself where she was and exactly whose fault that was.


She raised her gaze to his. “Seriously, it’s not that bad? Thanks to your aunt, my reputation is in the toilet. My boss is blaming this entire disaster on me. And while I’m stuck in this godforsaken town, his nephew is moving into my office, moving into my life, and all because your aunt set me up!”


From where he crouched in front of her, the sheriff slowly came to his feet. “No one said anything about a setup. It was—”


“Please, I’m not stupid. She’s a menace and should be locked in a padded cell.”


“Look, I understand you’re upset, but—”


“Upset? Upset doesn’t cover what I’m feeling at the moment.” She couldn’t believe this was happening to her. Joe trusted her. She’d proven herself time and time again. Good Lord, she practically lived and breathed Hartwell Enterprises. And now because of these people, he was questioning her abilities, blaming her for everything that had taken place. No, with Harrison and the press hounding him, Joe wasn’t thinking clearly. It hadn’t helped that she’d been on speakerphone, either. She had to talk to him privately.


He needed to see that there was no benefit in having her placate a woman who had no interest in being placated. Nell McBride wanted a Hartwell resort built in her town, and nothing was going to stop her from getting what she wanted. The back of Madison’s neck tingled.


“Uh, Sheriff McBride, has your aunt ever spent time in prison?”


His lips twitched as though he fought back a laugh. “No, Ms. Lane. And while I admit she’s a bit of a rabble-rouser, she’s not dangerous.”


“You’re only saying that because she’s your aunt. She hasn’t sicced a mob on you or tried to have you charged with attempted murder, has she?”


He grimaced. “I know it seems like she’s out to get you, but she’s just very protective of this town. Emotions are running high at the moment. You have to look at it from their perspective. In their eyes a Hartwell resort was the answer to their prayers, and no offense, but you took that away from them.”


“You shouldn’t make excuses for her, and she sure as hell shouldn’t be rewarded for pulling a stunt like this by getting exactly what she wants. Which is me remaining in Christmas for a few days. If she gets away with this, she’s only going to get worse.”


“You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know, Ms. Lane. After all, she is my aunt. Rest assured, if I find out she set you up, she’ll face the consequences.”


“No if about it—she set me up. And the more I think about Joe’s solution, the less I like it. If you don’t mind, I could use a little privacy. I’m going to call my boss back.”


“Sure.” He pushed himself off the desk and reached for the half-full cup of coffee she’d placed on the blue carpet beneath her chair. “I’ll get you another one.”


“Thanks,” she said, waiting for Joe to pick up.


“Madison, please don’t tell me something else has happened. I don’t think my heart can take any more bad news,” her boss’s weary voice came over the line.


What about me? She was the one being framed for attempted murder. But Joe’s comment about his heart had her swallowing her snappy comeback. “No, nothing new or dire to report. But I’m concerned, Joe. I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to give in to their demands. We both know it’s not going to have any impact on our decision whatsoever.”


A tired sigh came over the line. “I realize that, Madison, but… well, Harrison feels strongly about this property, and the lawyers agree that perhaps we should reevaluate our stance.”


“Numbers don’t lie, Joe.” Unlike your nephew, she almost snipped.


“Look, Madison, we live in a litigious society, and they’re concerned there may be grounds for a lawsuit here.”


“The only one with grounds for a lawsuit is me. I’ve been assaulted by a twelve-foot Santa, threatened by a mob, and set up by an old lady who makes Hannibal Lecter look sane.”


Nothing followed but silence. For a moment she thought she’d lost the connection. Then Joe came back on, a defeated heaviness in his voice. “I wasn’t going to tell you this, but I think you have the right to know. If only so you understand how important it is to fix this. I’ve been advised by the head of legal that our best course of action, should a lawsuit be filed over this, is to fire you.”


Madison’s heart dropped to her feet. “You can’t be serious?” But why was she surprised? Tom, the head of legal, was the Snake’s BFF. And since Harrison had called her as soon as she left the meeting, she’d already figured out that someone from town was feeding him information. He must’ve been doing the happy dance when he heard about the accident. The first call he would’ve made was to Tom, looking for a way to use it against her. It seemed that he’d found one.


“I’m afraid so. Because you’ve been the target of most of the negative publicity—and, as far as the legal department is concerned, the cause of it—they believe your firing would work to our benefit. I—”


“So they’re going to throw me under the bus? Make me the scapegoat?”


“You know I’ll do everything I can to protect you, so put it out of your mind. Nell McBride is the answer, Madison. Focus your energy on her. If we generate enough goodwill, they’ll think twice about hitting us with a lawsuit. I’m depending on you to get the job done. You’ve never let me down before. Please don’t let me down now.” The phone cut out for a second. “I have another call coming in. We’ll talk later.”


Madison stared blindly at her phone. And here she’d thought her day couldn’t get worse.


There was a light tap on the door. Sheriff McBride walked in with a cup of coffee. Closing the door behind him, he looked at her and frowned. “You don’t look so good. What happened?”


Just what a woman wanted to hear from a man whose hotness was off the charts. A man whose aunt she had to win over if she wanted to keep her job. She’d do it, but if it came down to it and they fired her, she’d slap Hartwell Enterprises with a lawsuit so fast it would make their heads spin. She sighed. No, she wouldn’t. She couldn’t do that to Joe.


“Gee, thanks. You wouldn’t look so good, either, if you had the day I have.” But he probably would.


He placed the mug on his desk, then crouched in front of her.


“W-what are you doing?” she stammered when he brought his hands to her head.


“I didn’t finish checking you over earlier, and then you fainted in the parking lot.” He wove his fingers through her hair, gently probing her scalp.


She didn’t faint. She’d slid gracefully to the ground when her legs gave out. At least that was how she chose to remember it. But with his touch causing a heated tremor to spiral through her body, she couldn’t form a coherent rebuttal and said, “Oh.” Her eyes fluttered closed as she swallowed a groan of pleasure, only to blink open when he removed the pins from her hair.


“Why are you doing that?”


“I don’t like your bun.” He grinned, placing the pins in her palm as he searched her eyes. “No bumps, and you don’t appear to have a concussion.”


She was tempted to tell him he was wrong and he should check again. Instead, she said, “Woo-hoo, lucky me,” and slid the pins into the pocket of her blazer.


“How’s your neck… any pain?” he asked, as he gently prodded from the base of her skull to the base of her neck.


Her response came out a breathy moan. Mortified, she closed her eyes. “No, no pain.” When he drew his hands away and stood up, she wished she’d lied.


Moving behind her, he gathered her hair in one hand to arrange it over her shoulder. Then those talented fingers of his went to work on her tense muscles. She groaned her appreciation, bending her head to give him better access, instantly regretting the body-concealing layers of clothing she favored. Just this once, she wished she had on something slinky and revealing so she could feel his hands on her bare skin.


“Does it hurt when you bend your head like that?”


“No,” she murmured, hoping that was the right answer and he wouldn’t stop.


“Sit up straight.” He guided her into position. “Now show me how far you can turn your head to the left. To the right,” he said once she’d complied with his first directive. “Your range of motion is pretty limited. Once you get to the lodge, put some ice on it at ten-minute intervals.”


For a moment, the reminder of where she’d be spending the next week diminished the enjoyment of his expert attention. But even her resentment over the situation couldn’t compete with the toe-curling pleasure of his touch.


“Or you could just keep doing what you’re doing,” she suggested hopefully.


He laughed, low and deep. But she wasn’t kidding. The man should give up law enforcement and become a masseuse. He’d make a fortune.


“Much longer and I’ll make it worse, not better, Ms. Lane.”


“Since you’ve practically had me moaning in your hands, I think we know each other well enough to be on a first-name…” She caught her bottom lip between her teeth, wincing at the bite of pain. She hadn’t realized how provocative that sounded until it came out of her mouth.


“No ‘practically’ about it, Madison, you were definitely moaning,” he said, sounding amused.


She glanced up at him. His gaze dropped to her mouth, and he appeared about to say something when there was a commotion on the other side of the door. At the sound of a familiar voice demanding to see the sheriff, Madison groaned. “It’s her, isn’t it?”


“Don’t worry.” He gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “I’ll handle Nell.”


“You’re my hero, Sheriff McBride,” she said with a trace of sarcasm, angry once again at the position his aunt had put her in.


He winked. “Gage. And that’s what all the girls say.”


“I’m sure they do,” she muttered, as he went to open the door, trying to ignore the twinge of jealousy his remark evoked. For a moment there, she’d actually thought his protective manner, his concern, his comforting touch, had been for her and her alone. She should’ve known better. He was just doing his job. Too bad he was so damn good at it.


Digging the pins from her pocket, she had her hair in a bun before he ushered his aunt into the room. Without a mirror, she knew it wasn’t perfect, but it helped to don her professional persona, to feel more in control of the situation.


Nell McBride thumped into the room on crutches. Madison moved to the chair closest to the dark-paneled wall, stifling a groan at the sight of the gruesome twosome who followed Nell into the office. Gage glanced at Madison and frowned, giving his head a slight shake as he went to take a seat behind his desk. Self-consciously, her hand went to her hair.


“Stop with your fussing.” Nell McBride waved her friends off as they went to settle her into the chair.


Her candy cane earrings no longer flashed. And without the soft pink glow lighting her skin, the woman looked older than she had earlier. Pain appeared to have deepened her lines. But after what Nell McBride had put her through, Madison ignored the sympathetic twinge in her chest.


The older woman’s gaze narrowed on Madison before she swung her attention to her nephew. “Why isn’t she in a cell?”


Madison ignored her and shot Gage a look that made her expectations clear: Take care of this or else. “Or else” what, she wasn’t sure, but she was not about to let Nell McBride get away with blackmail. That was it exactly. Blackmail, and blackmail was illegal. Right, and thanks to Joe, the woman was going to be rewarded instead of punished.


Just as Madison was sure her silent message was clear to him, so was his to her. Keep quiet and let me handle this, his cool gaze seemed to say.


Gage looked at his aunt. “The reason Ms. Lane is not in a cell is because she has not, and will not, be charged with anything.” He lifted his gaze to Fred and Ted who sputtered their outrage behind Nell.


“There is no evidence to suggest this was anything other than an accident. Yours, Nell. You slipped on the ice, and”—he looked directly at the two men again—“Fred and Ted, in their panic and confusion, overreacted and made false accusations against Ms. Lane.” When Nell protested, Gage listed a number of charges: public mischief, blackmail, extortion, and the penalties that accompanied them.


Ted and Fred leaned forward and whispered to Nell. While the older woman conferred with her friends, Gage printed off two documents, sliding them, along with a pen, across the desk.


Madison leaned forward and retrieved her copy of what she assumed was the accident report. She scowled at the paper in her hand. A sidelong glance at Nell revealed a similar expression.


“Even if it was an accident, and I’m not sayin’ it was, it’s still her fault.”


Madison gave her a you-can’t-be-serious look. But of course she was. The woman was insane. “How do you figure that?”


“You destroyed my sign and my town. If you want me to sign this, I want compensation for my pain and suffering.”


Fred and Ted nodded their agreement.


“Pain and suffering…” Madison’s voice cracked as it raised an octave. She pressed a finger to her twitching eye. “You set me up, and you want compensation?”


“I didn’t set you up, and I have two witnesses who will back me while you have no one.”


“That’s enough, Nell. She doesn’t need witnesses. The evidence proves, without a doubt, that she was not involved with your accident.”


“My broken leg says otherwise.”


Gage blew out a frustrated breath. “It’s a stress fracture, and no it doesn’t. Just sign the damn papers.”


She gave a stubborn shake of her head. “No, I want compensation.”


Madison couldn’t let it go any further, not with the threat of a lawsuit and Joe’s directive echoing in her head. “Ms. McBride, my boss, Joe Hartwell, has requested that I remain in Christmas for a—” she had a hard time getting the word out “—week.” And shuddered once she did. Gage pressed his lips together as though trying not to laugh. She narrowed her eyes on him before continuing, “During that time, I will…”


Before Madison had a chance to finish, Nell McBride signed the release form, then handed it to her nephew. “Good, let’s get going. Can you drive standard?”


Madison blinked. “Excuse me?”


“Standard, a stick shift.”


“God, no.” She could barely drive an automatic, but she wasn’t about to admit that to Nell McBride.


The older woman sighed. “I’ll have to teach you, then. Come on. Get your things. We’re leaving now.”


“I appreciate the offer, Ms. McBride, but I can find my own way to the lodge. Thank you.”


“Lodge? You’re not staying at the lodge. You’re staying with me.”


Like hell she was. Even Joe wouldn’t expect her to move in with the woman. “No, I wouldn’t want to put you out. You have to rest your leg.”


“I know, that’s why you’re staying with me. No matter how you slice it, it’s your fault I hurt my leg, so you’ll take care of the things I can’t. It’s called restorative justice. Isn’t that right, Gage? Just the sort of thing those reporters would want to tell their readers about. Good publicity for Hartwell, don’t you think?” Nell grinned. Without waiting for her nephew’s reply, or Madison’s, she shuffled out the door, then stopped and looked over her shoulder. “Get a move on, girlie.”


Rising slowly from her chair, Madison shoved the paper into Gage’s hand. “I am going to kill Joe, and then I’m going to kill Harrison, slowly and painfully, and then I’m going to kill your aunt,” she muttered through clenched teeth.


“It’s not a good idea to utter death threats in my presence, Madison. I might have to arrest you.”


“This is not the least bit funny,” she said, noting the amusement in his eyes.


He held up his hands. “I’m not laughing, honest.”


“Where the Sam Hill is she?” the older woman’s voice came from out in the hall.


Madison grabbed her coat and marched out of the sheriff’s office to the sound of his laughter. He was gorgeous and crazy, as crazy as his aunt, as crazy as everyone in this damn town.















Chapter Six
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The driver behind Madison impatiently honked his horn when she stalled the red pickup for a third time at the stop sign.


Beside her, Nell shook her head. “No wonder you took out Santa. Good thing Fred and Ted whacked the back end of your SUV or you really would have—”


As the car lurched forward, Madison gave an aggravated shake of her head. “So you really did try and set me up.” Half an hour into what Nell assured her should’ve been a ten-minute drive, they were now on a first-name basis. It had been at Madison’s suggestion. She was tired of being referred to as “girlie.”


“No, that’s not what I said.” She sighed, her attention riveted on the Victorian-style homes inching past the window as they crawled down the road. “I love this town, g—Madison, and there’s nothing I wouldn’t do to save it.” Nell shifted, giving her a probing look. “Haven’t you ever loved something or someone so much you’d do everything in your power to protect them?”


Telling Nell the truth, that she was protecting Joe and now, it seemed, her job, wasn’t something her boss would want her to share. “Yes, I have.”


“So you’ve got a boyfriend?”


“Nope.” She caught the speculative gleam in Nell’s eyes. “And I don’t want one.”


“How come? A girl like you…” She trailed off as something out the window caught her attention. “Here we are, second house on the right.” She pointed to a two-story, mint-green Victorian.


Madison turned into the long driveway, relieved to escape Nell’s interrogation.


“Careful when you…” Nell grimaced as Madison ground the gears putting the truck into Park. “All I can say is Earl better hurry up and get your SUV repaired.”


Closing the door on Nell’s comment, she came around to the other side. “Your home is lovely,” Madison said, as she retrieved the crutches from the back seat.


“Not when you compare it to Stella and Ed’s,” Nell grumbled when Madison helped her out of the truck. Once Nell got settled on her crutches, she shot a sour look at the white Victorian beside hers. Big red bows decorated every window, and a family of wooden reindeer graced the front lawn. “I’m always the first one to have their decorations up, but this year I was just so busy…”


Madison put a hand on her hip. “Busy in your campaign to ruin my reputation, was that what you were about to say?” she asked, her tone sharp. She might be softening toward Nell as she came to understand what made the older woman tick, but it didn’t mean she’d entirely forgiven her. She had a fairly good idea, given Nell’s reputation as the town’s matriarch, who’d been responsible for the letters that were published in the Times. “I must say, the four-year-olds in this town have an excellent command of the English language, not to mention impressive penmanship, or should I say, crayonmanship.”


Nell didn’t bother hiding her grin, but before she responded, a yellow school bus chugged up the street and came to a lurching stop two houses down. A young girl in dark, baggy clothing and black high tops disembarked. She slung a messenger bag over her shoulder, impatiently shaking her black, unkempt, shoulder-length hair.


“Hurry up, Lily,” she yelled into the bus.


Nell sighed. “She’s in one of her moods. I don’t know what’s gotten into that girl these days. Annie, don’t you be hollering at your sister like that.”


A little girl in a pink snowsuit with bunny earmuffs jumped off the last step with a grin. If that was Lily, she didn’t appear the least bit bothered by her sister’s surly disposition. Before Madison had a chance to ask after the girls’ identities, Lily sprinted across the adjoining snow-covered lawns, a worried look on her face. “Auntie, what happened to your foot?”


Madison crossed her arms, daring the older woman to say she’d run over her.


Nell chuckled. “Auntie slipped on some ice, is all. I’ll be as good as new in no time.”


The little girl’s shoulders drooped. “But we were supposed to put up the lights today, ’member? You promised.”


“Don’t worry, sweetpea. Auntie Nell never breaks a promise.” She patted Lily’s head, then glanced at Madison. “Say hello to Ms. Lane. She’s Auntie’s little helper.”


A sinking feeling came over Madison at Nell’s introduction, but she managed a smile for Lily, whose freckled nose wrinkled when she giggled. “She’s not little, Auntie.” She smiled up at Madison. “Hi, Ms. Lane.”


“Hi, Lily. It’s nice to meet you.”


“Annie, get a move on. It’s freezing out here,” Nell hollered at the girl, who was being teased by the three boys who’d gotten off the bus after Lily.


“Yeah, Goth Girl, better get inside before you catch cold,” one of the boys jeered.


“Leave my sister alone!” Lily yelled.


Just as Annie went to walk away, an embarrassed flush working its way up her face, the tallest of the boys drew back his arm and drilled a snowball at her.


She went to duck, but the snowball hit the side of her face. Madison winced as a memory of the taunts and bullying she’d endured growing up walloped her at the same time. They hadn’t called her Goth Girl; she’d been the home wrecker’s daughter, the ho’s daughter, and trailer trash. Furious on the young girl’s behalf, Madison wasn’t thinking when she strode across the lawn. Scooping up two fistfuls of snow, she packed them into a hard ball then fired it at the boy who hit Annie. She missed his head. The snowball glanced off his shoulder instead. Sharing a shocked look, the boys hightailed it down the street.


Madison grimaced as the anger and memories faded. Good Lord, what had she been thinking? She was lucky she hadn’t really hit the kid, or some parent would be hauling her in for assault. Once in one day was enough, thank you very much.


She ignored Nell’s startled expression and walked over to Annie. “Assholes,” the young girl snarled.


Madison saw the hurt and embarrassment in her heavily made-up eyes, the tremble of her purple-glossed lips, and gently brushed the snow from the young girl’s hair. “Guys are such jerks, aren’t they?”


Annie lifted her gaze to hers.“Yeah.”


Madison sucked in a surprised gasp. Beneath the pancake makeup, the girl was beautiful, as beautiful as the man she was a carbon copy of. With those winter-green eyes, inky-black hair, and the shallow dent in her chin, there was no doubt in Madison’s mind that Gage McBride was Annie’s father.


Her stomach lurched. She’d been flirting with a married man, imagining him kissing her, fantasizing about his hands on her naked flesh. She was no better than her mother, she thought in disgust. It took a moment for her to calm herself—it wasn’t as if she’d known he was married. But he did, and that hadn’t stopped him from flirting with her, touching her. She was right. Guys were jerks, especially Gage McBride.


“Thanks, you know…” Annie notched her chin in the direction the boys had fled.


Madison shook off her anger and winked. “Us girls have to stick together.”


Annie gave her a shy smile as they walked up the driveway. “I’m Annie.”


“Nice to meet you, Annie. I’m Madison.” She kept an eye on Nell, whom Lily was helping up the three steps to the white wraparound porch.


“Are you a friend of my aunt’s?”


Friend? That’d be pushing it. But at least she no longer wanted to strangle the woman. “I’m staying with Nell for a few days to help out.”


“Cool. Do you live around here?”


“No, I’m from New York.”


“Wow, sick.”


Madison frowned. “You don’t like big cities?”


Annie grinned. “No, sick means, like, ‘way cool.’ I wish I lived in New York. I hate small towns.”


A girl after my own heart. She could get to like this kid. “Me too,” she said, giving the plastic Santa hanging from a hook on the white door the evil eye when he ho ho, ho, ho’d as she turned the knob. She walked inside and froze. Christmas tchotchkes covered every available flat surface in the living room to her right, where Lily happily danced around pressing buttons and turning knobs, filling the air with the teeth-grinding cacophony of Christmas music.


“I’m in Christmas hell,” Madison muttered.


Annie looked up. Dammit, she’d said that out loud. And it wasn’t something she should be saying in front of a kid who, given who her aunt was and where she lived, probably still believed in Santa and loved the holiday.


Annie grinned. “You don’t like Christmas, either?”


Madison was trying to think up an excuse for her reaction when she realized Annie had said either. “No,” she whispered. “You don’t like Christmas?”


Annie shook her head. “I hate it. My family calls me the Grinch.”


“They call me that, too,” she grumbled, thinking of Gage when he’d hauled her from the SUV.


Annie smiled. “Sick.”


“Yeah, sick.” Madison laughed. Maybe with Annie around, being at Nell’s wouldn’t be so bad. She’d just have to avoid Annie’s father.


“Madison,” Nell called out from the plastic-covered red couch. “There are extra mitts and hats in the hall closet behind you. The boxes of lights are in the spare bedroom.”


“Boxes of lights?” Madison asked, as the sinking feeling from earlier returned.


“Yay, lights! We’re putting up the Christmas lights!” Lily hopped up and down, her long chestnut-colored ponytail bouncing behind her.


Annie sighed. “Lily lo-o-oves Christmas.”


“I can see that.” And no matter how tired she was, how the thought of putting up lights was about as welcome as having a tooth pulled without Novocain, Madison couldn’t disappoint the little girl.


Nell waved a piece of paper at Madison. “Here’s a diagram for you to follow.”


Madison had a sudden vision of herself as Chevy Chase in Christmas Vacation, a movie Skye forced her to watch every year.


“Once I’ve had a nap, I’ll be out to check up on you,” Nell warned.


She narrowed her eyes on the older woman. She didn’t look so good. Madison toed off her boots. “Nell, where’s your bedroom? I’ll get you a blanket and pillow.”


With Annie and Lily’s help, she settled Nell on the couch with her foot propped on a pillow and a cup of tea within easy reach. It had taken some convincing, but Nell finally conceded to let Madison exchange the plastic covering for a sheet. By the time they’d hauled the boxes from the spare bedroom, Nell was snoring to the strains of “Silent Night.”


*      *      *


Gage pulled out of the station’s parking lot while he spoke to Ethan on the phone. “There’s no love lost between Nell and Ms. Lane, that’s for sure. Maybe you can’t reach them because they’ve strangled each other,” Ethan said.


“Har har, you’re a real comedian.”


“That’s a thought. If I lose the next election, I’ll give it a shot.”


“Not going to happen. You’re doing a great job. Everyone thinks so.”


“If Harrison Hartwell can be believed, they will.”


Gage braked at the light. “What are you talking about?”


“I just got off the phone with him five minutes ago. There’s going to be a full review next week. He’s confident they’ll be putting forward a new offer.”


Gage didn’t like what he was hearing. Madison believed Harrison Hartwell was after her job. It seemed pretty convenient she wasn’t going to be around while they did their so-called review.


“I don’t know about that guy, Ethan. Joe Hartwell didn’t indicate anything of the kind this afternoon. I could be wrong, but it seems to me Madison’s here to calm the waters, nothing more.”


But maybe there was something more. She’d been upset after her private conversation with Hartwell. She didn’t come out and say anything, but the shock in her eyes and pale face had given her away. He hadn’t liked how Hartwell had spoken to her when he’d been on speaker, and after her reaction to that last call, Gage had been more than a little irritated with the man.


He wondered, not for the first time, what it was about her that fired up his protective instincts. It went beyond simple appreciation of her beauty; he liked her, liked the way her mind worked, and her sharp wit. He pushed the thought aside. His girls were enough to deal with. Not that he had any intention of starting anything with Madison. It wasn’t like she was going to be in town for long. Good thing, he thought.


“Harrison asked that I keep it confidential, so this one stays between you and me, okay?”


“Yeah, sure.” Oddly enough, Gage felt disloyal to Madison making the promise. There was no denying she knew what she was talking about. She’d presented a pretty convincing case against the resort being built. But if Hartwell wasn’t smart enough to listen to her, that was between the two of them. Gage’s first loyalty belonged to his friends and family, all of whom wanted the deal to go through.


He turned onto Nell’s street and spotted Madison up on a ladder. Annie was handing her a strand of lights while Lily pointed out where they should go. Christmas lights were hung haphazardly off the porch railings and around the window frames. He started to laugh. Madison didn’t have a clue what she was doing.


“What’s so funny?” Ethan asked.


“You know how Nell always wins first prize for best-lit house?”


“Yeah.”


“This year, she won’t.” The Suburban’s headlights lit up the house, and he saw the ladder shift. “I gotta go. Madison’s going to kill herself.” He was out the door and across the lawn just in time to keep her from falling off the ladder. Unfortunately, it was his hand on her butt that held her in place. Madison glared down at him.


He slid his hands to her waist and lifted her off. Setting her down in front of him, he lunged for the teetering ladder. Once he’d wedged it securely against the wall, he turned and noticed what was on her head. “Nice hat,” he said, trying not to laugh at the hot pink, bunny-eared hat she wore.


Her left eye twitched, her smile more a baring of teeth. “Lily picked it out for me.”


“Daddy!” His youngest hurled herself at his legs. “You saved Maddie.”


“He’s a regular hero,” Madison said with a curl of her still-swollen lip.


Gage frowned. He didn’t understand what the problem was. They’d gotten along well enough at the station. She sure as hell hadn’t minded his hands on her then. And if he was honest, he’d liked having them on her. He’d only wished that there’d been less clothes between them. Which he realized now was a mistake on so many levels.


Madison dropped her gaze to the strand of tangled lights in her hands. Gage figured that must be the reason for her mood. She was stuck entertaining his kids while forced to live with Nell for a week.


“Hey, sweetpea.” He lifted Lily into his arms and received a smacking kiss for his effort. “Having fun?”


“Yeah!” She nodded as he put her down and turned to his oldest.


“What about you, Annie? You have a good day?” He walked on eggshells around his eldest lately, never knowing what would set her off.


Today she looked like she might answer him, but Lily beat her to it. “Trent and his friends were being mean to her, but Maddie fixed them.” Lily beamed at Madison, who shared a smile with his daughters.


Gage stared at Annie. He hadn’t seen her smile like that in a long time. He’d tried everything he could think of to coax one out of her, and in just a couple of hours Madison had succeeded where he’d failed.


“What?” Annie’s smile faded, a defensive note in her voice.


“Nothing, just surprised to see you wearing a hat.” He covered his reaction, gesturing to the black knit cap on her head. Also true, he could never get her to wear one.


She shrugged then looked at Madison, who was studying the paper Lily had shoved into her hands. “Maddie made me put it on.”


At that moment, he couldn’t help feeling a little resentful toward the woman.


Madison glanced up. “If I have to wear one, so do you. At least you got to pick yours.” She made a face, then smiled when Lily looked up at her.


Annie laughed.


What the hell had happened to his daughter? “So, what went on with Trent and his friends?” he asked, hoping he’d find his answer there.


Annie’s expression shuttered. Typical.


“They were calling Annie names, and Trent threw a snowball at her. He hit her right in the face,” Lily said angrily then grinned up at Madison. “Maddie threw one back at them, and they ran away.”


Gage’s jaw dropped. “You threw a snowball at a… kid?” Did the woman have no sense? For chrissakes, she could be charged with assault. He blew out an exasperated breath. He’d known from the beginning she’d be trouble.


She shrugged. “I didn’t really hit him. Besides, he deserved it. He’s a jerk.” She nailed him with a look that said not only was Trent a jerk, so was he.


“Yeah, Daddy, he’s a jerk.”


Madison grimaced. “Okay, ladies, let’s get this show on the road. Nell’s not going to be very happy with…” Her voice trailed off as the strand of lights that had been strung around the dining room window clattered to the ground. “Dammit. It took me a frigging hour to get them up there.” Hands on her hips, she scowled at the window.


Eyes wide, Lily looked up at Gage. “Maddie said a swear,” she whispered. Annie burst out laughing.


Gage scrubbed a hand over his mouth to hide his grin. “It’s getting late. How about we pack up for the night and you can come over to help Madison tomorrow?”


“Can we stay for dinner with Maddie and Auntie, Daddy? Can we? Can we?” Lily tugged on his hand, jumping up and down.


“I don’t know, Lily. Aunt Nell needs her rest.” And he got the impression Madison wouldn’t be happy if he stuck around.


“Aunt Nell won’t mind, Dad. There’s lots of food. The neighbors keep dropping it off.” Annie pointed to the pile of foil-wrapped dishes on the porch. Gage couldn’t believe it. Annie actually wanted to stay for dinner. That was a first. Typically she couldn’t wait to get home to shut herself in her room.


“I guess. Madison, that okay with you?”


“Sure. Whatever,” she muttered, picking up the lights.


Annie shot a confused glance at Madison, then said slowly, “Come on, Lily. Let’s pick out what we want for dinner.”


“Yeah. See if there’s mac and cheese, Annie,” Lily said, as they ran toward the porch.


Gage started shoving the lights inside a box. “Look, if you don’t want us to stay for dinner, just say so.” Her bitchy attitude was pissing him off.


She looked up from where she dug a strand from the snow. “I told you, whatever. But you should probably let your wife know you’re staying for dinner. She might be expecting you.”


“My wife?” he asked.


“You know, the mother of your children. The woman you promised to love and cherish.”


“Oh, her.” He shook his head at the dirty look she shot him. “I’m divorced, Madison. Have been for quite a few years. Sheena, the girls’ mother and my ex-wife, lives in Nashville.”


“Sorry. I didn’t know.” She came slowly to her feet, brushing the snow from her knees before taking a step back to survey the house. “It probably is a good idea if you stick around. I might need backup when Nell gets a look at the lights.”


“They’re not so bad,” he lied.


She arched a brow.


“Okay, they’re pretty bad.” He smiled. She gave him a heart-stopping one in return.


What the hell had just happened? Had she been angry because she thought he was married?


Nah, couldn’t be.















Chapter Seven
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The ringing of Madison’s BlackBerry jolted her awake. Groggily, she patted the bedside table. “Hello,” she rasped.


“Whoa.” Vivi’s throaty laugh came over the line. “No need for the sexy, come-hither voice. It’s just me.”


Vivi had the bedroom voice, not her. But if Madison’s voice had a sexy vibe going on this morning, it was all Gage McBride’s fault. Thanks to the number of times she’d bumped up against his leanly muscled body as they did dishes in the close confines of Nell’s kitchen last night, he’d played a prominent role in her dreams.


Propping the pillows behind her, Madison cleared her throat. “No, that would be my just-woke-up voice.”


“You just woke up?” Vivi’s voice dropped to a surprised whisper. “Do you have a man in your bed?”


Not literally. But if Gage was as good in real life as he was in her dreams, Madison really, really wished she did. “No, I don’t have a man in my bed.” Her response came out a little testy, but hey, it didn’t seem fair that she was the only one not getting any.


“Since it’s ten in the morning and you never sleep past six, I can’t think of any other reason for you to be there. Unless… you’re not sick, are you?”


“No, I’m—”


“Depressed. I knew it. Damn reporters. I promise, Maddie, in a day or so no one will remember you.”


She didn’t bother to remind Vivi that she was a damn reporter, too, or that Madison didn’t do depressed, ever. Then she realized there was only one reason for her friend to think she was. “How bad is it?”


“Umm, bad. On a brighter note, you made CNN.”


Madison closed her eyes and groaned.


“No, listen to me. The statements from both Christmas’s mayor and sheriff are playing in your favor. The national media is beginning to lose interest.” Vivi paused, the tapping of keys coming from her end.


“Are you on your computer?”


“Yeah, and the local media should be… Maddie, please tell me they’ve superimposed your head on this woman, and you didn’t drill a snowball at a kid!”


Madison thumped her head against the pillows in frustration. “How did they get a picture of that? I didn’t see any reporters.” She tossed back the covers, suppressing a shiver as the cool air kissed her bare skin. And there was a lot of bare skin. She’d found the pink lace nightie in the chest of drawers in her bedroom. For an older woman, Nell had interesting taste in lingerie.


Madison wrapped an arm around her waist and began to pace, smacking her foot on the corner of the metal bed frame. She cursed under her breath, hopping on one foot to rub her throbbing toe.


“What happened?”


“I stubbed my toe.”


“Stop pacing,” Vivi said with a characteristic lack of sympathy. Madison’s need to pace while on the phone drove her best friend nuts. “Maddie, what were you thinking?”


“Um, he threw one first?”


“You’re not in high school. You can’t go around—”


“I know, but they were… I know.” She sighed, unable to defend her actions. Vivi was right. It had been stupid and immature.


“Hang on… Well, today’s your lucky day. You should buy a lottery ticket.”


She heard the smile in Vivi’s voice, and a glimmer of hope stirred to life inside her. “Why? What happened?”


“The online version of the Christmas Chronicle has posted a retraction…”


Madison stood frozen to the hardwood floor, waiting anxiously for Vivi to continue. “Okay, not a retraction per se, but they’re no longer painting you as the villain in the story. It says here that a couple of local boys were bullying the sheriff’s daughter, and you were defending her. The kid’s mother… Hey, she can’t say that!”


“What? What did she say?”


“Nothing. It doesn’t matter. Just be thankful someone’s got your back. If your luck holds out and you don’t do anything else stupid, this should die down pretty quick.”


“Hey, I… Okay, you’re right. I’ll keep a low profile for the rest of my stay.” Easy enough, Madison thought, as she carefully made her way to the window. She leaned over to pull on the blind to let some light into the room. The shade rolled up with a loud thwack. A pair of wide eyes in a grizzled face stared in at her. She screamed. Nell’s friend—Ted or Fred, she wasn’t sure which—did, too.


Gaping at her, the strand of Christmas lights he held fell from his hands. “What are you trying to do, give me a heart attack? Put on some damn clothes!” he yelled at her through the closed window. The ladder he stood upon wobbled. His eyes rounded.


“Oh, shit,” Madison croaked.


“Maddie, what’s going on?”


“I’ll call you back.” She tossed her phone on the bed. “Hang on, TedFred, I’ll help you.”


She tried to open the window, but it was stuck. Dropping to her knees to get a better grip, she gritted her teeth and pushed. The window jerked open, a gush of pine-scented air lowering the temperature of the room at least twenty degrees. As she raised it higher, the edge of the frame caught on the ladder, pushing it off the side of the house. Madison and TedFred screamed. She lunged, hanging halfway out the window to grab the top rung with one hand while fisting her other hand in his army-green parka. She pulled him toward her, catching sight of Gage sprinting across the snow-covered lawn with Lily and Annie on his heels. The older man’s sidekick, his mouth hanging open, held on to the ladder at the base while Madison struggled to drag both TedFred and the ladder toward her.


Beneath them, Gage took over. The ladder bounced into place against the house. Both Madison and TedFred sagged in relief.


“Ted, you okay to come down, or are you going to climb through the window?” Gage called up, his voice a gravelly rasp.


The older man’s gaze dropped from Madison’s face. “Down. I’m coming down,” he croaked.


Madison released his jacket to give his arm a reassuring pat. “Don’t worry, Ted. You’ll be fine. I’ll keep ahold of the ladder up here.”


“No! Get out of the damn window!” the three men yelled at her, none of them looking at her face.


She followed their gazes to where her breasts were practically falling out of the nightie, her nipples standing at attention. She groaned, ducking down, her cheeks on fire.


So much for keeping a low profile.


*      *      *


Propped against the counter in Nell’s kitchen, Gage listened to his messages. So much for his day off. As soon as the weekend edition of the Chronicle hit the streets, he’d been inundated with calls from angry citizens. He didn’t know who frustrated him more: Madison, who threw the snowball in the first place; or Rick Dane, who managed to snap the picture and put it on today’s front page. It was a tie.


An image of Madison in her barely-there lingerie came to mind. Blew his mind, more likely. He never would’ve guessed that beneath her conservative clothes lay the body of a centerfold. Casting a surreptitious glance in his aunt’s direction, he decided if he didn’t want to embarrass himself, he’d best get that particular vision out of his head. Not that it would be easy. Madison had been fully clothed last night, and after brushing up against her in his aunt’s kitchen about a hundred times, he hadn’t been able to get her out of his head. Yesterday he’d teased her about the role he played in women’s dreams. Well, last night, she’d played a prominent role in his.


Sitting at the kitchen table with her foot propped on a chair, Nell scowled at the newspaper in front of her. She grunted, then returned her attention to her iPad.


“You okay?”


Involved in what he assumed was a game of Angry Birds, she waved off his question. “Fine.”


He didn’t buy it. She was too pale for his liking. Setting his BlackBerry on the Formica countertop, Gage gently wrapped his fingers around her toes, checking their temperature and color.


She shifted in her chair. “Stop playing with my toes.”


“Don’t get testy. I’m just making sure your cast isn’t too tight.”


She put down her iPad, crossing her arms over her chest. “See, you don’t trust that new doc, either. Too damn young, if you ask me. I don’t know what your father was thinking, letting him take over his patients while he’s away. He never should’ve gone on that cruise.”


“Matt’s a great doctor, and he’s the same age as me. And it’s about time Dad took a vacation.” Gage might wish his father had gone on the cruise with anyone other than Karen, but he was glad he’d gotten away. His father hadn’t taken a holiday since Gage’s mother died nine years ago.


“I know that. It’s just too bad he’s taking it with Karen.” Her mouth quirked in a grin as a mischievous glint lit her eyes. “Bet Miss Snooty-Pants won’t be too happy to find out Liz is on board.”


“How did you know that?” Liz hadn’t even known which ship she was going to be on when she left. She’d won the cruise a couple of weeks ago. No one had believed the call had been legit until the airline ticket arrived two days later.


Gage took in Nell’s self-satisfied smile and shook his head. “It was you, wasn’t it?”


She shrugged. “So what if it was? Someone had to step in. You and Ethan weren’t making any headway. Liz and Paul are letting misplaced loyalty stand in the way of their happiness. They’re not getting any younger, you know.”


Gage agreed with her, but he didn’t like that once again his aunt had manipulated things to get her way, no matter how well intentioned.


“I’d like nothing better than to see Dad with Liz. But you can’t keep interfering in people’s lives like this, Nell. Look what happened with Madison.”


“What? No harm was done, and now we have a chance to change her mind.” She tapped her finger on the paper. “I don’t know what the Sam Hill possessed Rick to run this story. Embarrassing Madison isn’t the way to win her over.” Nell had a lot of nerve calling Rick out after what she’d pulled on Madison, but he didn’t bother pointing that out. She wouldn’t listen. “He has as much to gain from changing her mind as anyone does.”


In that, she was right. Rick stood to make a pretty penny if the deal went through.


His aunt picked up the Chronicle and winced. “Not very photogenic, is she?”


He took the paper and scanned the story that promised to give him a headache by day’s end. “No. She looks a little scary.” Scary wasn’t how she’d looked earlier. More like smokin’ hot.


“Thanks,” Madison said drily from behind him. “Let me see that.”


Her fingers brushed his as she tugged the Chronicle from his hand. She wouldn’t meet his eyes, and he wondered if she felt the same jolt of awareness he had from that brief touch. Either that or she was embarrassed about earlier. Unable to help himself, his eyes took a slow tour of her black-on-black ensemble, searching for some sign of the incredible body he now knew she possessed.


Not even a hint.


He dragged his gaze back to her face, to that unflattering thing she did with her hair. Gage couldn’t figure her out. Most women tried to make the most of their assets, but she did the exact opposite.


Muttering something about small towns under her breath, she tossed the paper onto the table and turned her attention to his aunt. “Sorry, Nell, I slept in. Can I get you something to eat?”


“Ted made me breakfast before he and Fred went out to put up the lights.” Nell’s voice shook with restrained laughter.


Hands on her hips, Madison scowled at her. “It’s not funny. And FYI, it’s not my nightie. I didn’t have any clothes with me and borrowed it from you.”


Nell’s brow furrowed then cleared. “You got into Lily’s drawer. Her mother gives her all her castoffs to play dress-up with. I would’ve given you a pair of PJs if you asked. And if Rick was out and about this morning, you’re going to wish you had.”


“Who’s Rick?” Madison’s gaze went from him to his aunt.


“He owns the Chronicle and—”


“Oh, God, he’s the one who took my picture yesterday,” she interrupted Gage, the color draining from her face. “What if—”


“Don’t worry about it. I didn’t see him, but—”


“I didn’t see him yesterday, either, yet he was there.”


“You didn’t let me finish. I’ll call him and take care of it.” Hopefully Rick hadn’t been anywhere near Nell’s this morning. Because if he got a picture of Madison hanging out that window, Gage would have a hard time convincing him not to print it, and every red-blooded male within a hundred miles would land on Nell’s doorstep hoping to catch a glimpse of her. The thought irritated the hell out of Gage. A reaction he didn’t want to think about.


“How can—”


“I’ll take care of it,” he repeated firmly, catching the speculative gleam in his aunt’s eyes as she listened to their exchange. He shot her a don’t-even-think-about-it look.


She grinned then said to Madison, “Don’t worry about Rick. I’ll handle him. I already gave him a piece of my mind this morning. Can’t call yourself a journalist if you don’t give both sides of the story, I told him.”


“It was you? You told him I threw the snowball because the boys were bullying Annie?”


At the sound of a muffled sob, the three of them turned. Annie stood in the doorway, a telling sheen in her eyes. “You told him they were bullying me? I-It’s in the paper?”


Nell’s brow furrowed. “Yes, now they’ll—”


“Annie,” Gage called out, as she took off up the stairs. He went to go after her, but Madison stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Let me. It’s my fault.”


He hesitated, then gave a tight nod. He didn’t like to admit it, but Madison would probably have more luck getting Annie to open up than he would.


Lily came into the kitchen. “Why’s Annie crying?”


“It’s okay, sweetpea. Take off your jacket and go watch cartoons. Annie’ll be down in a few minutes.”


She glanced up the stairs. “Maddie will make her feel better. Annie likes her.”


From the look on Madison’s face when she came down fifteen minutes later, she hadn’t fared much better than Gage would have.


In response to his raised brow, she shrugged. “I don’t know if I was much help. She’s not crying anymore, but she won’t come downstairs. She says she’s not going to school on Monday.”


“That’s nothing new, but thanks for trying.” Even though a part of him blamed Madison for the mess, he appreciated that she’d taken the time to talk to his daughter.


Nell frowned. “I don’t know what she’s so upset about. Those boys won’t bother her now that it’s out in the open.”


“I wish that were true, Nell, but more than likely it’ll make it worse,” Madison said quietly.


Gage glanced at her. There was something in her voice, in her expression, that said she spoke from experience. He was tempted to ask her about it when a shrill whistle distracted him. Probably a good thing, he thought, as he turned to take the kettle off the stove. Because the more he learned about Madison Lane, the more he liked her.


“Nell, I need to pick up some clothes to get me through the next few days. Since Gage and the girls are here to look after you, I thought I’d go now. I won’t be long.”


Gage set a cup of tea in front of his aunt. “I have to put in a couple of hours at the station, but the girls will be here.” He didn’t add that the only reason he had to go in was because once again Madison had the citizens of Christmas up in arms. He figured she felt bad enough.


“I’m not an invalid, you know. I can look after myself.”


Madison gave her a pointed look. Gage grinned, waiting for his aunt to start backpedaling.


“For an hour or two. I’m good for an hour or two.” Nell avoided looking at Madison and grabbed a pen. “While you’re out, there’s a few things I need from the store. We’re going to make gingerbread for the church bazaar today.”


Nell’s little helper narrowed her eyes, obviously thinking through the implications of that piece of news. “I can pick up whatever you need and drop it off before I go shopping. That way you and the girls can start baking right away.”


Good try, Gage thought, covering his laugh with a cough.


Baby blues narrowed on him.


“It’ll wait until you get back.” Nell rubbed her shoulder. “You’ll be the one doing the baking. My bursitis is acting up.”


Alarm shot over Madison’s face. “I don’t know how to bake.”


“I guess I’ll have to teach you then, won’t I?”


Madison sent Gage a pleading look.


“Lily and Annie are pretty good in the kitchen. Maybe they’ll give you a hand” was the best he could do.


“Thanks,” she muttered.


Nell waved the list at Gage. “You’d better drive Madison. I don’t trust her with my truck.”


Madison opened her mouth, then shut it.


“Sure,” Gage shoved the list in his pocket, “but I’ll be at the station for a while.”


“There’s enough shops on Main Street to keep Madison busy. It’ll give her an opportunity to get to know the shopkeepers.” His aunt grinned. “Maybe you ought to take her to Naughty and Nice first.”


“Naughty and Nice?” Madison asked.


“Come on.” Gage nudged her out of the kitchen before his aunt could tease her further.


“I don’t know why you had to tell her about the nightie,” Madison said in a disgruntled whisper.


“I didn’t. Ted did. He was afraid he was having a heart attack and came in for an aspirin.” Gage didn’t blame him. Gage had thought he was having one, too.


She shook her head then cast a worried glance up the stairs. “Do you think Annie will be all right?”


“Yeah, she’ll be fine. Lily,” he called into the living room, where his youngest lay on the area carpet in front of the television. Absorbed in her cartoon, she didn’t answer. He walked over and crouched beside her. “Daddy’s gotta go to work. You look after Aunt Nell, okay? Give Annie a few minutes then get her to come watch TV with you.”


“Um-hmm.” She nodded, eyes glued on Dora the Explorer. He kissed the top of her head, giving her ponytail a gentle tug. “Call me if you need me. Ted and Fred are out front.”


Madison watched him, an odd expression on her face. He cocked his head. “What’s up?”


“You’re a good dad. Annie and Lily are lucky to have you.”


“Thanks,” he said, as he opened the door, “but I’m the lucky one. They’re great kids.” It wasn’t always easy being a single parent, but Gage wouldn’t trade his life for anyone else’s.


Fred and Ted made their way up the porch steps, stopping short when they saw Madison. The three of them tried to look anywhere but at each other.


Gage held back a laugh. “You two planning on sticking around for a bit? I’m taking Madison downtown, and I’ve got to go to the station.”


“We’ll be here for at least another hour or so. We have to put Nell’s lights to rights,” Fred said, shooting an accusing look at Madison.


“I didn’t do that bad a job,” she muttered under her breath as she walked past them.


“You sure as hell did. Poor Nellie would’ve had a stroke if she saw the mess you made.”


Madison turned on the bottom step. “Hey, I thought you were supposed to be deaf.”


“That’d be Ted.” Fred jerked his thumb at the man standing beside him.


“Yeah, that’d be me.” Ted tapped his hearing aid. “You nearly blew out my eardrums screaming like you did.”


A put-upon expression on her face, she said, “I saved you from falling off the ladder. You should be thanking me.”


“Thanking you? It was your fault I nearly fell in the first place. Standing in your window naked like you were, you about gave me heart failure.”


“I was not naked,” she said, as her face flushed.


“Pretty damn near, you were.”


“All right, that’s enough,” Gage said. “Boys, do me a favor and keep an eye on Nell and the girls.”


“I was not naked,” Madison grumbled, stomping toward the Suburban.


He didn’t think she expected an answer from him, but obviously she did as she leaned against the hood, jerking her thumb in Ted and Fred’s direction. “You were there. Tell them.”


Gage rubbed a hand along his jaw then turned to the two men standing on the porch. “Ted, Fred, she didn’t have a lot of clothes on, but she did have clothes on.”


“Real helpful.” She scowled at him as he held open the door.


“That one’s trouble, Gage. You better keep an eye on her,” Ted said.


Before Gage closed the door, Madison leaned past him. “I am not trouble, and I do not need a babysitter.”


“Yes, you are. You need a keeper.”


Gage closed the door on her response.


“None of this is my fault, you know,” she said, as soon as he got behind the wheel. “Nell set me up, those boys were tormenting Annie, and I saved Ted.”


She was right about Nell, and damned if he was going to bring up her hanging out the window half-naked again. “Yeah,” he said, starting the engine, “you only nailed a kid with a snowball.”


She turned to look out the window. “I barely hit him.”


“And that’s what I’m going to tell everyone who’s calling for you to be charged with assault. Including Trent’s mother, Brandi.”


“Maybe Trent’s mother should be more concerned that her son is bullying a young girl and making her life miserable than getting bent out of shape about a teensy tiny snowball that grazed her son’s shoulder.”


Gage frowned. “Is that what Annie told you? I thought yesterday was an isolated incident.”


“No, from what I got out of her, this has been going on for several months.”


His fingers tightened on the steering wheel. If what Madison said was true, it went a long way in explaining the changes he’d noticed in Annie. “I don’t get it. What is it about you? You’ve known Annie for less than twenty-four hours, and she tells you things I’ve been trying to pry out of her for the last few months.”


Madison shifted in her seat, searching his face. “And that makes you angry, hurts your feelings?”


“I’m not a damn girl.” He blew out a frustrated breath. “All right, sure. Maybe you can tell me why my daughter confides in a stranger and not her father?”


“Let’s just say we found out we have some things in common. As for her not telling you, she’s a smart kid and probably has a pretty good idea how you’d react. Having her dad, who just happens to be the sheriff, confront those boys would be pretty embarrassing for a twelve-year-old girl.”


He turned onto Main Street, casting her a sidelong glance. “So how’d you get so smart? I know you’re single and don’t have kids of your own.” Once Nell had found out the name of the woman who’d put together the report for Hartwell, she’d done a little investigating on her own. She’d been happy—maybe too happy—to report Madison’s single status to Gage and Ethan.


“Surprising as it may be, I was one once.”


Gage grinned. “You know what I mean. I can’t imagine someone like you was ever bullied.”


“No? Then you’d be wrong.” There was no amusement in her eyes now.


Something about her made him want to push and find out what had caused the light to go out of her eyes. “Let me guess—the girls were jealous because you were beautiful and stole all the boys’ attention.”


“Wrong again, Sheriff. I know you think there’s nothing better than living in a small town, but when you don’t fit in, or God forbid you’re from the wrong side of the tracks and have a father who’s a drunk and a mother…” Her lips flattened.


And the puzzle that was Madison Lane started to click into place. Some of her reactions and comments began to make sense. He pulled in front of Naughty and Nice, then turned off the engine. Her eyes met his, and his chest tightened at the pain he saw reflected there. “Just like people, not all towns are the same, Madison.” Unable to help himself, he lightly brushed her hair back from her face. Fighting an urge to tug those silky strands from their unflattering confines, he curled his fingers into his palm.


“Sorry to break it to you, Sheriff, but so far Christmas hasn’t given me much reason to change my opinion of small towns.”


Considering what she’d had to deal with in the last twenty-four hours, he understood why. “Give us a chance. We might just surprise you.”


Aw, hell, that sounded like he wanted her to give him a chance. And maybe for a minute there he had, but only for a minute. That is, until she nervously ran the tip of her tongue over her upper lip. Not the Kewpie-doll mouth from the day before; now her lips looked delectably full and kissable.


As if she could read his thoughts, she jerked her gaze from his, angling her head to get a better look at the window display. “Umm, I’m not sure this is the right store for me,” she said slowly.


“I don’t know,” Gage said, taking in the scantily clad mannequin. “Looks a bit like what you had on this morning, only in red.”


She swung her gaze back to him. “None of you are going to let me forget that, are you?”


“Nope, probably not.” He knew he sure as hell wouldn’t be able to. “Give me your phone. I’ll put my number in. That way you can call when you’re finished shopping, and I’ll pick you up.”


“Thanks, but it might take me a while. I’ll walk back to Nell’s.”


“You’re forgetting you have a date with some gingerbread men.”


She sighed and handed over her phone.


“Now remember,” he said once he’d finished entering the number, “if anyone ticks you off, you call me. No nailing them with a snowball.”


“I’m a big girl, Sheriff. I can take care of myself,” she said, as she got out of the Suburban. “Besides, I plan on keeping a low profile from now on.”















Chapter Eight
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Madison focused on the store window in front of her, afraid that if she looked back, she wouldn’t be able to resist the urge to climb into the Suburban and throw herself into Gage’s arms, letting him take away that small ache—the one that crept up on her whenever she took a trip down memory lane.


He was getting to her. Dammit. Physical attraction was one thing—and she was attracted, all right. She’d have to be dead not to be. But beyond his gorgeous looks and panty-melting voice, the man was the real deal.


She heard him pull away from the curb and, unable to help herself, looked over her shoulder to watch him drive down the snow-dusted, cobblestone street. One week, she reminded herself, only one week, and she’d be back in the city, enjoying the comfort of anonymity.


She opened the red door, refusing to think about the fact that being comforted by Gage would be much more satisfying. As she took in the glitz and glamour of the clothes lining the racks, her first thought was: keeping a low profile while being outfitted by Naughty and Nice would be next to impossible.


A heavily accented voice called out, “I will be right with you.” Madison turned to see a woman wiggling her way beneath the red satin drapery that formed the backdrop to the window display.


“No problem. I’ll just look around.”


There was nothing small town about Naughty and Nice, with its white marble floors, white leather lounge chairs, and poinsettia trees standing sentry at the fitting room entrance. It was as upscale as any Fifth Avenue boutique. Not that Madison shopped in upscale boutiques. She could afford to, but she preferred to save her money rather than spend it. Skye and Vivi had been known to call her cheap on occasion, but Madison liked to think of herself as fiscally responsible. If she didn’t have at least a year’s salary sitting in her accounts, she broke out in hives.


Madison hadn’t made it more than two feet into the store when the woman behind the curtain let loose a string of incomprehensible words.


“Sophia, watch your mouth,” a petite strawberry blonde said, as she walked beneath a plastered archway that connected two stores. And if the delectable scent perfuming the air was anything to go by, the other shop sold chocolate.


Madison’s stomach rumbled loud enough for the woman approaching her to hear.


Wearing a brown apron with sparkling pink writing that read “Sugar and Spice,” the woman grinned. “Today’s sample.” She offered a crystal platter laden with chocolates.


The curtain rustled, and another string of what Madison thought might be Spanish blistered the air.


“Sophia, you have a customer.” The woman smiled an apology. “Don’t be shy, take one.”


Madison put a hand on her stomach. “I couldn’t. I haven’t eaten breakfast yet.”


“So I heard.” She chuckled. “Chocolate’s the breakfast of champions, don’t you know?”


Of course she did. “Thanks.” Madison chose a chocolate cup with an intricate white lace design on top. Taking a bite, she closed her eyes and hummed her appreciation. “I’ve never tasted anything this good. I-It’s…”


“Orgasmic?”


Madison nodded enthusiastically. “That’s it exactly. I’ll take a dozen before I leave.” The woman laughed. “No, I’m serious.” Who needed a man when you had chocolate this good? Unless the man was Gage McBride… At the thought, she helped herself to another.


When she opened her eyes after devouring the second, equally delicious chocolate, the most beautiful woman Madison had seen outside of a magazine stood before her. She had a waterfall of long, dark hair, her exotic features enhanced by warm mocha skin.


“I stabbed myself,” the woman whined.


“You’re such a baby, Sophia. Let me see.” The chocolate lady handed off the platter to Madison, then pulled the woman’s finger from her mouth. “It’s a… pinprick.”


“Yes, but it hurts,” Sophia pouted.


With a roll of her eyes, the other woman turned to Madison. “Sorry, I should’ve introduced myself. I’m Autumn Dane. I own Sugar and Spice.” She pointed in the direction of the shop on the other side of the archway before retrieving the crystal platter from Madison. “And this is Sophia Dane. She owns Naughty and Nice.”


“Yes, she is the nice in naughty, and I am the spice in sugar.” Sophia let loose a throaty laugh.


Madison looked from one woman to the other. “Sisters?”


Autumn laughed. “Sisters-in-law.”


“Are you married to the Danes who own the ski hill and lodge?” Madison asked tentatively. If they were, keeping her identity to herself might be best. Coulter Dane hadn’t seemed to mind that the resort deal had gone south, but she didn’t think his great-grandsons and great-nephew would be as understanding. Madison had heard that it was Rick Dane, his great-nephew, who’d first approached Hartwell, but she’d never had any dealings with the man.


“Yes, but my husband, Bryce, he died two years ago. It was very sad.” Sophia sniffed. “And Logan, the ass, he divorced Autumn.”


“I’m sorry. I—”


Autumn patted Sophia’s arm. “I’m sure Ms. Lane didn’t come in to hear our life story.”


So much for keeping her identity a secret. “I didn’t realize you knew who I am.”


Sophia recovered quickly, her deep laugh booming through the shop. “Yes, you are the Grinch lady. The one the town hates.”


“Sophia,” Autumn groaned. “Don’t mind her,” she said to Madison.


Hands on her hips, Sophia rounded on her sister-in-law. “What? That is what they call her.” She turned to Madison. “Do not worry. They hate me when I come to town, but now they lo-o-ove me.” Her smile faded as her dark eyes narrowed, her nose wrinkling in distaste. “Why do you dress like this?”


“Sophia,” Autumn muttered, then gave Madison an apologetic shrug.


“I… well, it’s practical for work, and—”


“No, no more practical. I will make you beautiful.” She flicked Madison’s black coat with a long red fingernail.


Autumn gave a resigned shake of her head and walked away to place the platter on a glass counter.


“Um, I don’t need beautiful. Just maybe—” Madison shot a desperate look at the racks “—jeans… jeans and a couple of sweaters.”


“I will dress you. I know what I am doing. I was a model.” Taking her firmly by the hand, Sophia dragged Madison to the far end of the store. Madison shot a desperate look over her shoulder at Autumn.


Autumn grinned. Miss January, she mouthed.


An hour later, Madison stood in a fitting room overflowing with clothes. As she pulled a red knit dress over her head, she struggled to retain her balance in a pair of black leather thigh-high boots with five-inch needle-thin heels.


“Sophia, I don’t know why I’m trying this on.” Madison raised her voice to be heard through the fitting room door. “I’m not going to need a dress while I’m here.”


“Yes, you do. You are coming to the Penalty Box with us on Friday night. Let me see the dress.”


Madison didn’t bother to argue. She’d quickly learned the Latina beauty talked right over you if you tried. Unaccustomed to wearing heels, Madison wobbled out of the fitting room. She promptly lost her balance and clung to the door.


Sophia, who sat on a white leather chaise filing her nails, looked up and tipped her head back. “Autumn!” she yelled, before returning her attention to Madison. “Come here.”


“I don’t think I can, not without falling.”


With languid grace, Sophia rose from the chaise and came to Madison, prying her fingers from the door. “Walk like this.” Hips swaying, Sophia sashayed across the marble floor.


“If I walk like that, I’ll fall on my butt.”


The door chime cut Sophia off mid-laugh. She waved at the tiny gnome of a woman who entered the store.


“Teach Maddie to walk in her boots while I look after Mrs. Tate,” Sophia said to Autumn, who’d come up the steps from her shop.


“Wow, you look amazing, Maddie.”


“Yes, and she is wearing that dress when she comes out with us Friday night,” Sophia yelled from the front of the store.


“That’s great. I’m so glad you’re coming with us,” Autumn said warmly.


“I wish I could, but I’m leaving Friday morning.” Madison enjoyed hanging out with the two women, but that didn’t mean she wanted to stay in Christmas any longer than she had to. Thoughts of what her to-do list would look like when she returned to work was giving her hives. And worrying about what Harrison was up to while she was away wasn’t helping.


“Why don’t you stay for an extra day or two? We’ll—” Autumn began when a shrill voice from the direction of Sugar and Spice cut her off.


“Autumn, where are you? I need chocolate. Now,” a woman’s strident voice demanded.


“Maddie, get in the fitting room.” Autumn gave her a push. “Be right with you, Brandi.”


A sinking feeling came over Madison. “Autumn, Brandi wouldn’t be—”


As heels clattered up the stairs, Autumn gave a panicked gasp and went to shove Madison through the fitting room door.


“What are… What is she doing here?” a woman with bleached-blonde hair demanded, glaring at Madison.


“Sophia, I can’t believe you allowed her in your shop after what she did to Trent,” another woman, this one with a cap of spiky black hair, said as she marched to the blonde’s side.


“Enough, Hailey,” Sophia called out, heading in their direction.


“Ignore them,” Autumn said under her breath before she walked over to the two women, taking them by the arms.


“Let me go.” The blonde pushed Autumn’s hand from her arm, glowering at Madison. “Who the hell do you think you are, picking on my kid? You want to pick on someone, pick on someone your own size.”


Perfect. Just as Madison had suspected, the belligerent blonde was Trent’s mother. The only way to defuse the situation was to apologize. “Look, I’m sorry—”


“No, I will take care of them,” Sophia cut Madison off and stared down the two women. “Sugar and Spice is that way.” She pointed. “Get your chocolate fix. You need it.”


Brandi snapped her gaze to Sophia. “I swear, Sophia, if you take her side over ours, you’ll regret it.”


Madison wasn’t about to let Sophia suffer on her account. “Hey, don’t threaten her. You have a problem with me, that’s fine, but leave—”


“Is that right. Whatcha going to do about it?” Brandi shook off Sophia’s hand and took a step in Madison’s direction.


Well acquainted with small-town bullies, Madison figured the faster she got out of Sophia’s shop the better, for everybody. Holding on to a naked mannequin for support, she leaned over to unzip the boots.


“Yeah, show us what you got. You’re not looking so tough now,” the dark-haired Hailey jeered.


Autumn threw up her hands. “Oh, come on, ladies. This is—”


Sidestepping Sophia, Brandi bumped into the mannequin. The arm Madison was holding on to broke off in her hand. She stumbled. Her arms windmilling as she struggled to remain upright, the mannequin’s hand clipped Brandi’s shoulder. Hard.


“Oh, shit,” Madison gasped, as she fell back against the wall. “Sorry, I—”


“You hit me!” Brandi cried, reaching for her.


“Hija de puta, it was an accident. Do not touch my friend.” Sophia inserted herself between Madison and Brandi. Planting both hands on Brandi’s chest, she shoved her back.


Brandi lost her balance. Cursing at Sophia, she grabbed her hand as she went down. The two women ended up sprawled on the slippery, marble floor.


Hailey hip-checked Autumn out of the way and reached for her friend.


“Stop that! You’re going to—” Madison winced when the two women ended up falling on top of Sophia and Brandi on the floor. She bit her lip to hold back a nervous laugh as she leaned over to help Autumn up.


“You think it’s funny, do you?” Brandi muttered, and with an outthrust foot, she brought Madison to the ground. In a tangled heap of arms and legs, the women fought to free themselves amidst a chorus of grunts, groans, and curses.


“Say cheese, ladies.”


Madison looked over her shoulder, blinking into a camera’s flash. She rubbed her eyes, trying to clear away the spots.


“No more pictures, Dane,” a familiar voice ordered.


“Hey, what happened to freedom of the press? Never mind, I’ve got a great one right here. Perfect for the next edition of the Chronicle.”


Madison frowned. Rick Dane was the owner of the Chronicle? That made no sense at all. Wouldn’t the man who’d initiated the resort deal be doing his best to kiss up to her? Not when you keep providing him with pictures guaranteed to boost his readership, she thought with a mental eye roll.


A large, warm hand closed over Madison’s, hauling her from the pile of flailing arms and legs. Gage set her on her feet in front of him. She swayed, grabbing hold of his jacket, the leather cold beneath her fingers. Unlike the rest of him. Both the heat of his body and his clean outdoor scent enveloped her, causing a shiver of awareness to curl up her spine. No doubt about it, the man was seriously hot, and seriously ticked off, if the look he skewered her with was anything to go by.


“This”—he jerked his chin at the women still on the floor—“is your idea of low profile?”


His deputy offered Sophia and Autumn a hand up, while the other two women appeared to be waiting for Gage to help them off the floor. Either he didn’t hear them calling out to him or was too annoyed with Madison to care, because right now all that testosterone-laden attention was focused solely on her.


“No way, you’re not blaming me for this. It’s not my fault. It’s theirs.” She pointed at Hailey and Brandi, who probably figured Gage was too busy giving her hell to lend them a hand and were finally pulling each other to their feet.


“Right. I forgot. It’s never your fault.” His hand at her waist tightened, his voice deceptively calm. “I can’t leave you alone for more than five minutes without you stirring up trouble.”


“An hour, at least.” She hadn’t realized she’d moved closer until she felt his chest against hers, his thighs brushing hers.


Someone cleared their throat. Someone chuckled. And a couple of someones… growled.


Good Lord, what was she thinking? She wasn’t; her hormones were. Releasing her hold on Gage’s jacket, Madison gave his broad chest a grateful pat. “Thanks. I think I have my balance now.” As soon as she took a wobbly step back, the mean girls moved in.


Hailey shoved her out of the way. Luckily for Madison, Sophia and Autumn each grabbed an arm. Winter-green eyes took a slow trip from the top of Madison’s head to the tip of her leather-shod feet before returning to Brandi and Hailey. “All right, quiet.” Gage’s command ended the women’s name calling.


“Maddie did nothing. They were pushing, and yelling, and pushing, and—”


Gage held up a hand to interrupt Sophia. “I think I got it. Thanks.”


Hands on their hips, Brandi and Hailey angrily protested, trying once again to lay the blame on Madison.


“That’s not… I didn’t…” Madison gave up. She didn’t know if Gage heard her or not, although every time she tried to add her two cents, and failed, the corner of his mouth twitched.


Thankfully Sophia, who was louder than Madison and the other women combined, had her back. Only problem was, the more agitated Sophia became, the less you understood her.


“Hey. Hello.” Madison waved her hands. “Since none of you are interested in my version of the event, I’m going to change now,” she said loudly, not that it did her any good. She took mincing steps to the fitting room, arms extended to keep her balance.


She heard a low laugh and glanced over her shoulder, meeting Gage’s amused gaze. You’re trouble, he mouthed.


No, Madison thought when she went all warm and gooey inside, I’m in trouble.


*      *      *


Gage rubbed the knotted muscles at the back of his neck, wondering what the hell had happened to his quiet and peaceful town. Then the answer walked out of the dressing room buried under a pile of clothes.


At the sight of Madison’s practical black boots and conservative black pants, the knots in his shoulders released. It hadn’t been easy keeping his mind on the job with her pressed up against him looking like sex on a stick in that siren red dress, with her thick hair all messy and loose.


She dumped the pile of clothes on the counter, blowing a strand of hair off her face. Gage decided she should wear it in a bun all the time, unless she was alone with him. Geezus, did I really just think that? He scrubbed a hand over his face. He needed to get a grip.


Sophia told whoever she was on the phone with that she’d give them details later and hung up. “Good. You are taking everything,” she said to Madison.


“Ah, no, I thought I’d…”


Ten minutes later, they were still weeding their way through the clothes. Madison would demur, and Sophia would insist, and another item would end up on the to-buy pile. But when Sophia held up the dress and said, “Yes,” Gage said, “No.”


The two women swivelled their heads to stare at him. He shrugged. “She’s not going to need a dress while she’s here.”


Sophia waved him off. “She looked gorgeous. She’s going to wear that dress to the Penalty Box Friday night.”


Over his dead body she was. “She’ll be back in New York by Friday.”


Madison raised a brow. “Anxious to get rid of me, Sheriff?”


While part of him—the stupid part—wanted to shout Hell no, the sane part wanted to yell a resounding Hell yes. But something in her eyes held him back. It was as if his reaction had hurt her feelings. “Hey, you’re the one who doesn’t want to be here. Unless you’ve changed your mind?”


She averted her gaze from his. “No, of course I haven’t. Why would I?”


Yeah, and that was what he wondered.


In the end, the dress, along with the damn boots and half the clothes on the counter, ended up in four—yeah, four—pink Naughty and Nice bags. And naughty was exactly what Madison would look like kitted out in her new wardrobe. He should’ve taken her to Hardy’s, where the only thing remotely sexy was long thermal underwear, but on Madison it would be.


“All right, let me have it,” she said, once she was settled in the Suburban with two boxes of chocolates on her lap.


“Let you have what?” he asked as he backed out of the parking space.


“The lecture. You know, the one where you tell me it’s all my fault that Brandi and her psycho friend attacked us and we ended up rolling around on the floor like every man’s fantasy.”


He grinned. “I think you had too many clothes on to qualify for that. And no, I’m not holding you to blame for what went on, but—”


“There’s always a but with you,” she muttered.


“With you, there seems to be. Look, I read the two of them the riot act. They won’t be bothering you again.”


“Is that all? If they’d pulled a stunt like that in New York, they would’ve been hauled off to jail and charged with assault.”


“Yeah, and so would have you for nailing a kid with a snowball.”


“It grazed his shoulder. Not like the one he drilled Annie with.”


“I’ve dealt with him. Just like I’ve spent half the day dealing with the fallout over this. And don’t get me started on what I had to deal with yesterday, thanks to you.”


“Well, excuse me for ruining your day. But for the record, yesterday is on Nell, not me.” She dug inside the Sugar and Spice box and pulled out a chocolate. “I hate small towns,” she said with feeling, then popped the candy in her mouth.


“Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure the feeling is mutual.” Aw, hell, he shouldn’t have let her comment get under his skin. If he wasn’t so damn tired, it wouldn’t have. He’d had the week from hell dealing with Annie after Sheena’s Thanksgiving no-show, and this week hadn’t been much better.


“Sorry,” he apologized. “That was uncalled for.”


“Don’t worry about it. I’m used to it.” She turned to look out the window, but not before he saw a flicker of hurt in her eyes.


Way to go, McBride.


He felt like he’d kicked a puppy. Pulling into the grocery store parking lot, he turned off the engine. “Hey.” He cupped her chin, drawing her gaze to his. “You just have to give them a chance to get to know you. Sophia and Autumn like you. Annie and Lily think you’re great. Even Nell likes you.”


She angled her head. “You forgot to include yourself in that long list, Sheriff. Don’t you like me?”


Oh, yeah, he liked her just fine. Probably more than was wise. And he was pretty sure his self-imposed celibacy played a part in the attraction. At least he hoped that was the case.


She smiled, and he started to laugh.


“What?”


He tapped his front tooth. “You have chocolate on your teeth.”


She ran the tip of her tongue over her pearly whites then bared them for his inspection. “Better?”


He smiled. “You’re good to go. Come on.” He unbuckled his seat belt, anxious to get out of the close confines of the truck before he did something stupid like kiss that sweet mouth of hers. “Nell won’t be happy if we come back without her baking supplies.”


“I saw a bakery back there.” She pointed down the road. “I’ll just go buy the gingerbread cookies from them. Nell shouldn’t be baking in her condition.”


She looked so pleased with her solution that Gage almost didn’t have the heart to burst her bubble. Almost. He kind of got a kick out of watching how she reacted when things didn’t go exactly the way she wanted. “You’re kidding, right? Nell’s gingerbread is a big draw at the Christmas bazaar. She’s not going to let a little thing like a stress fracture and bursitis hold her back.”


“Maybe you weren’t listening earlier, but Nell said I’ll be the one making the gingerbread, and I don’t know how to bake, at all.”


“Sorry, but we’re big on tradition here in Christmas, and Nell’s gingerbread is tradition. You’ll just have to learn.”


“Fine.” She shoved her door open. “How hard can it be to make a dozen cookies?”


Gage waited until she met him at the front of the truck to drop the bomb. “Fifteen dozen.”


She froze. “What?”


“Fifteen dozen gingerbread men. Women, too.” He grinned at her horrified expression. “And in case you’re wondering, the Christmas bazaar is tomorrow. But cheer up. Nell’s a good teacher. Who knows, maybe you’ll be able to win over the citizens of Christmas with your baking.”
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