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      Merry when-will-this-be-over Christmas,” Morgan Ashley said with a grumble, peering out her fogged-and-snow-caked windshield. She shut off the radio, sick of the sappy, happy, make-her-gag Christmas carols on every station.

      Normally, she was all over the holiday. She wore the sweaters, baked the cookies and cakes and casseroles, decorated the house from top to bottom. She rocked the holidays from Thanksgiving to New Year’s, thrilled to do whatever she could in the name of celebrating her Father’s birth.

      But this year?

      She pursed her lips and twisted the heat a notch higher, knowing it wouldn’t do any good but hoping all the same. The minivan was twelve years old with two hundred fifty thousand miles on it. It stayed hot in the summer and cold in the winter, and nowhere in between.

      She’d complained about it and begged Rory for a new van for the last couple of years, but her now ex-husband had repeatedly said no, that it wasn’t a good time for such a huge financial purchase. He’d said things were tight at work with pay cuts and layoffs and the like. Turned out his “pay cut” had come in the form of a leggy brunette with big boobs who danced at the Wild Pony. His business expenses and tax write-offs? The sleazy motel rooms he’d rented for them.

      Since she’d had the kids at Thanksgiving, it was Rory’s turn to keep them for Christmas. But when she’d walked up the steps carrying Camilla and the bags and holding Caleb’s mittened hand, Rory had answered the door with a grin, his Wild Pony bimbo behind him sporting leggings and a thin T-shirt that showcased every anorexic but surprisingly lush curve. The girl—Morgan refused to call her a woman—hadn’t looked a day over eighteen.

      Morgan grabbed her thermos of coffee and took a long sip, grateful for friends who filled for free. She’d stopped by Cuppa Jo’s on the way out of town for one last Besties group hug and to rant about having to leave her young children with her ex and his lover. That was not the example she wanted for them, but custody laws no longer cared about right and wrong.

      Surprisingly, Tasha was the one who’d managed to talk Morgan out of going back to Rory’s with a baseball bat to claim her babies before they were exposed to things they shouldn’t see. Tasha had convinced her that while Rory was a cheating, lying, loser of a schmuck, he wouldn’t let anything happen to his kids, reminding her that having Big Boobs there for their arrival was a planned move to get under her skin.

      And it had definitely worked. Not because she still loved him. That ship had sailed due to all the emotional abuse he’d dished out, not to mention his adultery. She had put up with so much in an effort to make her marriage work, but she could never love or honor Rory again after his treatment of her and the way he’d destroyed their marriage.

      “Ten faithful years, two kids, a beautiful home, and how many parties as your trophy wife—and this is how you treat me?” she’d asked Rory after discovering his cheating ways.

      “Hate to say it, darlin’, but your trophy wife days were over a long time ago,” Rory had shot back at her.

      Her fingers tightened around the steering wheel as she took the curve a little faster than she should have, given the snowy conditions. Thankfully, the van’s worn tires held true, and other than the clatter of her baking pans as they slid out of their box in the rear compartment, the vehicle held traction.

      Please help me do this. I can’t do this alone.

      And if she won—when she won—the Cake-Off Competition, she’d have the money to open her own business, maybe even get her own television show if the producers liked her well enough.

      But leaving her kids so close to Christmas? With them?

      Men earned medals in war, but single mothers facing cheating ex-husbands and leggy bimbos…

      She deserved the Purple Heart. God knew hers was bleeding from the encounter.

      She hadn’t wanted to leave her babies. She’d wanted to bundle the kids back into the van and say screw the court-ordered visitation agreement. But she couldn’t. Especially not when her parents were both sick with the flu, and Rory had shockingly agreed to take the kids days earlier than expected.

      A whimper left her throat before she could squelch it. Her budget was so tight her coupons were cutting coupons, and heading to Holly Wood Resort earlier than planned and having to pay for a room at the ski resort for those four extra days would definitely have cleaned out her savings. “If not for my Besties,” she said. “Thank God for them.”

      She’d told her best friends about the sudden change in her schedule and how the weather reports and blizzard conditions in the mountain/ski area required more time at the resort. How the television production manager had made it clear if she was a minute late for the photo shoots and festivities leading up to the Cake-Off Competition, she would be disqualified. Period.

      So what had they done?

      When she’d gone to the bathroom to repair her tear-smudged makeup and have a small panic attack, the Besties had run to the ATM on the corner and chipped in more than enough money to cover the extra days at the resort—in addition to the massage and facial they had already given her as part of her Christmas present to both relax and prep her for her time on-camera.

      “Go and enjoy and stop worrying,” Emma had said.

      “We support you, Mo,” Jolie had added.

      “Don’t forget to hang out in the lobby and flirt with the ski instructors. I hear they’re hot,” Tasha had added.

      Tasha had sounded briefly like her old self, despite her worry over her still-missing boyfriend.

      So here she was, alone in the dark on the snowy mountain road, praying Big Boobs wasn’t teaching her daughter how to pole dance, and so very thankful for her friends that she fought back tears once again.

      Please, please, please. I need to win!

      Winning the competition would mark the start of her new life. Divorced, yes, but more important, free. Free to be who she was. Free of the consequences of someone else’s bad choices.

      You can do this. You were born to do this. You were one of five chosen from how many entries?

      Maybe you don’t have a fancy degree from some culinary school, but that just means you’re blessed.

      Your competitors have no eye. No creativity. That’s been drilled out of them and changed by all the schooling. You’ve got moxie and heart, and no one can take that away from you.

      Not even Rory.

      And who knew what would happen during her extra time there? Maybe she would flirt with a ski instructor.

      She nodded to herself at the last bit of her pep talk, hoping something would calm her nerves and lift her confidence level out of the negative zone. “Come on, Mo, just breathe. You can do this.”

      Morgan continued up the mountain road, the thickening snow and steeper grade forcing her to drive more slowly. The van’s tires slipped, but she pressed on. It couldn’t be much farther, could it?

      The rear of the van slid when she entered a curve, and she slammed on the brake, but it made things worse. The van kept going sideways on the icy road.

      Steer into the slide or out of it? She couldn’t remember which way to turn the wheel!

      Thankfully her low speed meant she barely bumped the guardrail, but then a loud screech ripped through the air. The van slid backward, the rear passenger side scraping against the railing, before it bounced to a jarring stop. The noise had been loud enough to wake the dead, but she said a litany of prayers, thankful she wasn’t still sliding backward down the curvy road—or tumbling over the side of the mountain. “Nothing like a little excitement to get your blood pumping.”

      Morgan took a moment to gather her frazzled nerves before tentatively taking her foot off the brake and slowly pressing on the gas. The wheels spun, and the van jerked, but something wasn’t right.

      After a few more tries, she zipped and buttoned her coat and found the hat she’d removed after leaving Cuppa Jo’s, as well as the flashlight she kept in the glove box.

      The icy wind stole her breath when she opened the door, and she balanced herself along the side of the van as she made her way to the rear. The driver’s side was fine, but the passenger’s rear tire had slipped off the road and had somehow gotten wedged between the berm and the guardrail, leaving the van sitting at an odd angle like a wobbly table. “Are you kidding me?”

      She stared at the wheel, looked up at the sky and the big, fat flakes falling so rapidly, and since no one was around to see her, she stomped her feet and let out a muffled shriek, careful not to be too loud in case she was in an avalanche-prone area. “Seriously? What did I do to deserve this? I didn’t cheat. I didn’t lie and betray my family. I’m already spending Christmas alone. Are you really going to deny me a massage and facial? A few days of peace and quiet sitting by a roaring fire? Can’t something go right for me for a change?”

      “I don’t want to intrude but if you’re done yelling at God, maybe I can help?” a male voice said from the darkness.
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      Knox Stewart watched as the woman searched the road for some sign of him. He had the advantage in that he could see her thanks to the vehicle’s lights and the one she held in her hand. “Over here,” he said, his boots crunching in the snow and ice as he left his driveway and walked toward her. Puck pulled at his leash, eager to greet the woman, but Knox held the black Lab back so Puck wouldn’t scare her.

      “Where did you come from?”

      “My house. I was out getting wood when I heard the scraping and bang. It’s not the first time it’s happened on this curve.”

      “Glad to know I’m not the only one,” she muttered. “I don’t remember passing a house.”

      “You can’t see it from the road,” he said, entering the halo of light around the van. “Looks like you could use some help.”

      The woman nodded rapidly, and Knox felt her scrutinizing him as he approached her. He did quite a bit of looking himself, noting her long, blond hair and the lipstick darkening her full lips.

      Her eyes were huge with her unease, but other than taking things slowly, he didn’t know how to show her she was safe. “I’ll take a look. You’re on your way to the resort?” he asked, smiling at the memory of her conversation.

      He’d heard her talking to someone as he’d approached, but it wasn’t until he’d gotten closer that he’d realized the woman was in the middle of a good, old-fashioned tantrum, stomping her feet and fisting her hands as she stared at the sky. Obviously she’d had a bad night, and hitting the guardrail had topped it.

      “Yes. They’re expecting me.”

      As owner of the resort, he knew for a fact they weren’t expecting her. Night travel was never recommended on the mountain road, especially in weather like this. But he let her comment pass and paused as he moved to the rear of the van. “Would you mind?” he asked, holding Puck’s leash out for her to take. “Keep a firm grip. He’ll either take off on you to explore or lick you to death to say hello.”

      The woman looked a bit surprised that he was asking her to keep hold of the dog, but she accepted the leash. Puck began an immediate tail-wag-swat against her jean-clad legs that earned him honorary pats on his massive head.

      Seeing that they were comfortable, he moved to the end of the van, giving it a light shove. What the—

      “The wheel is off the road.”

      Knox glanced at her before pulling the flashlight from his pocket. He moved toward the wheel in question, frowning at what he saw. He’d known the van kissed the rail, but he hadn’t noticed how it was caught beneath the metal.

      “Can you get it unstuck?” she asked, bouncing on the balls of her feet as though she tried to keep warm.

      “’Fraid not. A road crew is going to have to come out and remove the guardrail so the tow truck can pull you out, otherwise you’re going to be minus a wheel and maybe part of the van.”

      He tried to think of another way of getting the van unstuck, but without quite a few more guys and a lot of luck, lifting the van up and over without catching it on the underside of the guardrail wasn’t possible.

      “Really?”

      He turned to see she wasn’t asking him but had her face lifted to the sky once more. “You talk to Him a lot?”

      “More so recently than in the past,” she muttered. “And if you ask my mother, that’s why I keep finding reason to do it now, too.”

      He chuckled at her statement and held out his gloved hand. “Your mother and my mother have a lot in common, then. Knox Stewart.”

      “Knocks? As in knock-knock jokes?”

      “Knox with an x,” he clarified.

      “Ah,” she said, giving him a beautiful smile and her name. “I don’t suppose you know how far it is to the resort?”

      “I do. I also know you’re not going to make it up there tonight,” he added. “Didn’t you see the flashing sign at the bottom of the road?”

      Her gaze shifted away from his. “I thought I could make it.”

      Yeah, her and every other novice unused to driving mountain roads. They were so focused on getting to the slopes they ignored the warnings about the weather conditions. “Look, you don’t know me. But trust me when I say you’re not going to make it up the mountain to the resort. How about you come back to my house and warm up, get some coffee, and come up with a plan? Maybe call someone to come get you lower down on the mountain?”

      “No, I’m not— I want to go to the resort.”

      “Then you’ll have to wait on a road crew.”

      She turned and walked several steps away from him, seemingly unaware that Puck followed her as she looked up and down the quiet, still road. Knox waited patiently for her to come to terms with her present situation. She was probably worried about him being a murderer or rapist, but there was always the possibility that he’d just agreed to take a crazy woman home with him. Sadly, it had happened before. Once. Until he’d learned the hard way not to down a few drinks before inviting a woman back to his room.

      That’s the price you pay for being a face and a name, his attorney and agent had both told him more than once. Winning the Stanley Cup as well as playing on three Olympic teams had definitely earned him some attention from hockey fans and groupies alike.

      “I don’t have a cell signal,” she said, staring down at the device in her hand.

      Puck whined and looked at him, no doubt getting cold himself and ready for his cozy bed near the fire. “That’s because you’re in No Man’s Land. I have a landline at the house unless a tree’s knocked out service. You can call whomever you like from there. Let them know where you are and what’s going on.”

      She stood unmoving, her expression revealing her indecision and hesitation. “Hey, no pressure from me. If you want to stay and wait with your van, I’d be happy to lend you a couple of sleeping bags.”

      “A couple?” she asked, her tone dubious.

      “I doubt one will be enough seeing how you’re dressed. Storm’s supposed to last several days,” he warned. “Do you have enough food and water? Extra containers of gas? You’ll have to keep the tailpipe clear of snow or you’ll die of carbon monoxide poisoning.”

      Her mouth compressed into a thin line, and she hugged her arms around her front, shivering. “I have an emergency kit in the back with a blanket and some supplies. I’ll be fine, but thanks for the offer. I’m sure a salt truck or mountain patrol will be by soon.”

      Her expression made it clear she was pleased with herself for being able to say she’d come somewhat prepared. How prepared was debatable, though. She probably thought some snacks and a bottle of water would get her through.

      And it would get her through the night if the temperature didn’t drop any more and the mountain road remained open.

      But if the weather continued as predicted, the state would completely close the road by morning—not merely post a warning—and no one would be entering or leaving the resort until the storm passed.

      “I’ll be fine here. Really. I don’t want to impose.”

      He hesitated for a moment before deciding he wasn’t going to spend the rest of the night standing out in the cold waiting for her to change her mind. He’d give her an hour or so and check on her again. Maybe then she’d wise up, and if not, maybe by morning she’d be ready to make things easy. “Suit yourself. My house is right down that road,” he said, pointing to the snow-covered driveway before taking Puck’s leash from her. “It’s the only one around, so you can’t miss it.”

      “How far away is the resort? You didn’t say.”

      “It’s another twelve miles, all of it uphill,” he stressed, wanting to make it clear. Surely she wouldn’t attempt to make it on foot?

      “I see.”

      “You’re not going to try walking it, are you?” he asked, just to be safe.

      “No. I know to stay with my car.”

      Good. “It’s not too late to change your mind,” he told her. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay out here in the quiet?”

      Her smile nearly blinded him, and a warm, rich laugh bubbled out of her throat. “I’m a mom. Quiet is so blissfully rare, I’ll think of it as a vacation in my very own snow globe.”

      Knox smiled at the description, and even though he hated leaving her there, he said good-bye before taking Puck back to the house.

      Inside, Puck shook off the snow before he bounded toward the rug in front of the hearth, circling twice and scrunching up in just the right spot. It never ceased to amaze Knox how tightly Puck could curl up for such a big dog, just like he had as a puppy. Between his jet-black color and the habit, the dog had been easy to name.

      Knox stoked the fire and added a few logs, then set about preparing the spare bedroom for a guest. He preferred family and friends stay at the resort for convenience sake, but more often than not, his close-knit family wound up hanging out here instead.

      The bed linens were changed every week regardless of whether he had guests, but Knox opened the room to let it warm and made sure to stock the bath with towels. That done, he checked the time and went back outside to gather more wood. The generator was prepped and ready in case of a power outage, and barring disaster, he was good to go food-wise for a couple of weeks if he wasn’t able to make it to the resort because of sickness or other reason.

      He dumped a last load of logs into the container and headed out the door again to check on Morgan, leaving Puck behind to snooze.

      This time he took the snowmobile. Morgan opened the door when he pulled alongside the van, and he noticed she wasn’t using the blanket she’d said she had. Her nose was red, the makeup beneath her eyes smudged as though she might have shed a few tears, and though she hugged her arms tight around herself, she couldn’t stop shivering. “Something wrong with the blanket you brought?”

      “Other than the fact my ex-husband apparently used it to have sex with his stripper mistress because it reeks of cheap perfume, no.”

      Ouch. “My house is nice and warm. You ready to trust me yet?” he asked, holding out his hand.

      “My mother told me never to talk to strangers.”

      He laughed softly and nodded. “Good advice. We’ve met, though, remember? About an hour ago? I’m not a stranger anymore.”

      “That’s true.” She sniffled and sank her teeth into her lower lip.

      “Look, my guest room door locks. You could probably put a chair under the handle if you feel the need for it—not that you’d have any reason to,” he added. “But you can stay with me, and I’ll get you to the resort as soon as I can.”

      Seconds passed as she mulled over his words.

      “I’ll need my bags.”

      “Plenty of room. Come on.” He helped her out and watched as Morgan opened the sliding door behind her. She handed him a good-sized piece of luggage from the seat, as well as a smaller case.

      “Sorry. I can’t pack light to save my life.”

      He’d never known a woman who could. “Not a problem. Lock up. You can hold the big one while I drive.”

      Morgan gathered her purse out of the front and climbed onto the snowmobile behind the suitcase. Knox gripped the smaller case and got them moving, taking things slowly so he didn’t dump his cargo.

      “Knox?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re not a serial killer, right?”

      “Wasn’t the last time I checked. Are you crazy or anything?”

      Her throaty laughter filled his ears, and he smiled at the sound.

      “Only if you ask my ex-husband or my mother. You?”

      “Depends on what you consider to be crazy.” He’d done some crazy things in his life before straightening up his act. Who hadn’t?

      “This,” she said. “This definitely qualifies. I’ve never gone home with a stranger before, so if you’re lying, I’m going to be thoroughly disappointed that my mother was right.”

      He nodded again, even though he knew she couldn’t see him. Yeah, this definitely qualified.

      Her mother wasn’t going to be the only one disappointed if Morgan Ashley turned out to be a psycho.

      The crazy ones never think they’re crazy, after all.
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      He didn’t have a Christmas tree.

      That was the first thing Morgan noticed when she entered the warmth of Knox’s log home. Modern in design, the two-story home was spacious with an open floor plan that left lots of room for entertaining and movement without being obnoxiously large.

      The floors were wood, the walls a pale color that was neither gray nor beige but somewhere in between. Black leather furnishings were oversized to fit the space and Knox’s large, lean frame, with some other pieces thrown in casually, as though to add texture, color, and impact. “You have a beautiful home.”

      “Thanks.”

      “No one would ever believe this is tucked back here,” she said, feeling the urge to ramble. She rarely got nervous, but how could anyone not be nervous in such a situation?

      “That’s kind of the point.” He set her suitcase off to one side and reached out to collect the smaller case from her, adding it to the top. “I like my privacy.”

      “And here I am intruding. I’m sorry.”

      “Mother Nature and accidents can’t be helped.”

      He smiled at her as he pulled off his gloves and tossed them onto the bench of a hall tree. He shrugged out of his coat next, removed his hat, hanging them neatly to allow them to dry.

      All Morgan could do was stand and watch in awe, wanting to hug the woman who’d taught him to pick up after himself.

      “You want to keep that on for a while until you warm up?” he asked, turning to face her.

      Morgan stared at him blankly, only then getting her first good look at her host and becoming totally tongue-tied. He was…gorgeous. His brown-and-blue-plaid shirt stretched across his broad shoulders and chest and hung open over a dark navy shirt and worn jeans. He looked like he’d stepped off the pages of an advertisement.

      “Something wrong?”

      She blinked at the question, finally remembered the one he’d asked before it, and shook her head. “I’m still cold.”

      His hazel eyes crinkled with amusement, like it wasn’t the first time he’d struck a woman speechless in his life. But how could he not when so many attributes combined to form… him?

      Tall, gorgeous, and picks up after himself. You really do have a sense of humor, don’t you, God?

      She’d always had a thing for tall guys, and Knox fit the description to a T. And his eyes? They bordered on gold, surrounded by thick, tawny lashes that were simply to die for. If that weren’t enough, Knox also possessed the most amazing cheekbones above a square jawline with a couple days’ worth of scruff on his cheeks and chin, giving him a woodsman-rough appearance. His hair was a little long but not too long, just enough to run her fingers through.

      As if you’d get the chance.

      The former beauty queen and pageant winner inside of her faltered. At one point in time, she would’ve flashed him a flirtatious smile, given him the look, and done her best to win him over, confident in her ability to do so.

      But after nearly ten years of marriage to Rory, she quickly stepped back and lowered her gaze.

      Dang, Morgan, where’s the hot babe I married? Are you sneaking and eating fat-girl food?

      You’ve still got a pretty face, Mo, but your body’s shot. Sure wish I’d known kids would do that to you.

      The comments… Oh, how they’d made her heart ache. But when it came down to it, words weren’t enough to end a marriage over so she’d stayed. And endured. “Where’s the, um, phone?” she asked when she finally managed to shake off Rory’s obnoxious voice and horrible words.

      Knox led the way into the living room and kitchen. He pulled a portable phone off the charging base and handed it to her. Their fingers brushed in the exchange, and she felt ridiculous when a tingle raced up her arm as a result.

      After a deep breath, in which she inhaled the tantalizing aroma of Knox’s cologne mingled with woodsmoke, she turned away and paced to the window to place the call, frowning when nothing happened. “Um… there’s no dial tone.”

      “Ahhh, I’m sorry. It happens sometimes. If the phone is out already, the power will probably go next. I have a generator, but I don’t like to run it all night unless I have to.” He waved a hand around the room. “I’m not a candle salesman, in case you were wondering.”

      He didn’t have that many candles, but there were a few scattered around the room on various surfaces, along with several battery-operated LED lights. “I understand.”

      She pressed the button to turn off the phone but didn’t return it to him. She faced the window again, shaken from the slide into the guardrail and finding herself here with a too-handsome stranger when she’d just wanted to get to the resort to relax and de-stress.

      The light from the house let her see the snow drifting down outside. It really was pretty out there. Picturesque. If only she were at the resort enjoying the view.

      “You hungry?” Knox asked from the kitchen.

      “I could eat.” She didn’t want to admit she was famished. The problem with carrying extra weight was being self-conscious about eating in front of people, wondering what they thought of her, her food choices. She’d give just about anything for her seventeen-year-old metabolism and the days when she’d thought stick-thin was “fat.”

      “Come take a look,” Knox said.

      Puck wagged his tail as she passed the couch, and she paused long enough to pet the dog’s head and ears.

      “You’re good with him. Some people are put off by his size, but he’s harmless.”

      Puck was an extraordinarily large Lab, but one glance into his near-black eyes made it clear he wouldn’t hurt a soul. “Oh, I’m used to them. One of my best friends raises dogs, mostly Labs.”

      “Ah, that explains it,” Knox said. “She’s one of us, Puck.”

      “One of us?” What did that mean?

      “A dog person. Not everyone is, but those who are? They’re special people.”

      She’d always wanted a dog to raise with the kids, but Rory had told her how stupid an idea it was when she could barely keep up with the kids and house as it was.

      Rory’s not there anymore. You want a dog? Get a dog. Merry Christmas.

      But how would she care for a puppy with a new business to get off the ground once she won the contest?

      Well, at least you’re thinking positive.

      “So what’ll it be? A sandwich? Some muffins? Fruit and cheese? You name it and I’ve probably got it here somewhere.”

      “Something simple.” She tried not to sound too eager, even though her stomach was about to eat itself. “Anything is fine.”

      He opened the fridge and pulled out a tray of cheese and fruit and two large bottles of water. “This do?”

      “Um… wow. Yeah.” How many men had fruit and cheese trays in their refrigerators? “You’ve hosted a party recently.”

      “No,” he said firmly. “I get some leftovers handed to me, that’s all. Grab some plates and napkins, and let’s sit down.”

      She walked to the telephone base to return the portable and noticed a corkboard with photos and notes. “You teach at the resort?” She stared at the pictures of her host, smiling with various groups ranging in age from kids to adults. Not surprisingly, most of his students were female.

      “Huh? Uh, yeah.”

      There you go. A hot ski instructor. Practice those rusty flirting skills.

      Morgan could hear Tasha’s voice in her head, egging her on. “No wonder you get the leftovers.” The female staff at the resort would probably use any excuse for contact with the gorgeous man who’d invited her into his home.

      She found plates and napkins on the counter and carried them into the living room.

      Maybe it was naive of her, but she knew for a fact the resort vetted its employees very well before hiring them. When ownership of the resort had changed hands a year or so ago, the company had hired Duncan MacGregor’s security firm to perform the background checks on the employees. Of course, the Besties knew about the process since Emma was now married to Duncan’s brother and had shared the news.

      Knox’s background would have been carefully researched and cleared, especially if he worked with children, and the awareness gave her a sense of peace she hadn’t had before, allowing her to relax a bit more.

      After spending the last twelve years of her life with Rory, she didn’t understand how women could meet a man in a bar and simply go home with him. The thought terrified her.

      “Anything extra or left after a conference is fair game for employees. Sometimes I luck out.”

      “That sounds much better than letting the food go to waste. I’m sure everyone appreciates the extra break on their grocery bill. I know I would.”

      Morgan set the items on the coffee table and debated the wisdom of removing her coat. She was warming up, but there was something about keeping it on that made her feel better and not so self-conscious about the extra weight Rory pointed out on every occasion.

      They settled themselves and tucked into the tray. Morgan perched on the edge of a chair, but Knox seated himself on the floor and leaned back against the couch since Puck sprawled out on the cushions belly-up and looked like the king of the castle. “Do you, um, live here year-round?” she asked, trying to make conversation.

      “Yeah. I travel some, but I mostly stay here. What about you? Where’s home?”

      “Stone River. I moved there when I was a kid and have been there ever since. It’s beautiful, though nowhere near as beautiful as it is up here.”

      “You like the mountains?”

      “Yes. I’ve always thought there was something comforting about them.”

      “Yeah? How so?” he asked, drawing her attention, not that it was difficult.

      “I don’t know, I guess because they’re massive and protective… welcoming. That probably sounds silly.”

      “Not at all. Like you said, the mountains are beautiful. And on winter nights like this, it’s so peaceful and quiet, everything fades away, and all is right with the world. It is like living in a snow globe. I like your description.”

      She stared into his hazel eyes and noted the way they crinkled at the corners. Tan as his face was, she could tell he spent a lot of time outdoors, a lot of time smiling. The lines on his face attested to both, and she liked that about him. “So long as there aren’t any cracks,” she added, smiling ruefully.

      He chuckled at her words and leaned an arm along the couch cushions, holding the bottle of water casually from his fingers. “Sounds like your snow globe in Stone River sprang a few leaks?”

      “And then some,” she said, munching on a grape and thinking about how she’d smelled Big Boobs’ perfume on the blanket when she’d pulled it out of the emergency bag. It had been the last straw in a very long, very bad day, but the icing on the proverbial cake was finding the empty condom wrapper in the folds.

      Better than finding something else in there.

      “Wanna talk about it?”

      “Trust me, you don’t want to hear about my problems,” she said with a firm shake of her head. “And to be honest, I don’t want to talk about them. All I wanted was to get away for a few days, but instead…”

      “You’re here with me.”

      She winced at the way that sounded. “I’m sorry. That was not the way I meant it to sound. I’m grateful, truly.”

      He chuckled at her embarrassment and the flush she felt rising into her cheeks. “It’s fine. I know what you meant. You wanted to get to the resort and kick back, not get stuck with a stranger.”

      “Exactly. Although so far the company’s been okay,” she said, smiling at him and wondering if she’d ever get her flirting skills back.

      He lifted the water bottle in a salute to her. “The feeling is mutual.”

      She picked up a piece of cheese and plopped it into her mouth. “So, um,” she said, talking around the bite, “what does one do inside a snow globe when it snows?”

      A slow, purely masculine smile curled Knox’s lips up at the corners.

      “You really want to know?” Knox asked softly.

      She forced her gaze back to his and nodded.

      He set the water bottle on the table between them and got to his feet, moving to where she sat. Morgan stared up at him, barely breathing because of the gorgeous picture he presented when he extended his hand and waited for her to place her palm in his. The moment she did, he drew her to her feet.
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      Take it off,” Knox ordered once Morgan stood before him. He knew she had to be warm by now, especially sitting as close to the fire as she’d been.

      “What?”

      “Your coat. Take it off. Get comfortable.”

      “Oh. Oh…I—”

      She began to fumble with the buttons on the front, but once she unfastened them, he stepped behind her to ease it down her arms, moving to hang it by his. “Boots, too. You’ll be better off without them.”

      He didn’t know how she’d managed to walk in the spiked boots, especially on the slippery road around her van, but he didn’t want her twisting an ankle and injuring herself.

      When she hesitated, he gently nudged her backward into the chair once more and knelt in front of her to gently tug off the impractical footwear. “Nice socks,” he said, smiling at the black socks dotted with smiling elves.

      “They were part of a gag gift. I didn’t— I didn’t think anyone would see them,” she said, her cheeks rosy.

      He tugged her to her feet again, wanting to erase the sadness and embarrassment in her expression. She had the biggest blue eyes, the most beautiful skin. She wasn’t stick-thin like so many of the women who came to the resort to see and be seen by his athlete friends, hoping a hookup would lead to more. Nor was she one of the slam-bam groupies who’d hung around after a game hoping to get picked to go back to a hotel room. Morgan’s beauty was full-figured and bountiful, and her spirit radiated from within, flickering despite all she’d been through. “Shove the table out of the way and clear the floor while I get things ready.”

      “Shove the— Um… I beg your pardon? Ready for what? Knox, I’m not sure what you’re thinking but—”

      He’d turned away, having a pretty good idea of what she thought he was thinking, and grabbed the game controllers in both hands, reminding himself that he never wanted to see the inside of another courtroom again. “I’m thinking bowling, but there’s also skiing— which I’m killer at— or you can choose another,” he said, grinning innocently at the befuddled expression on her face.

      She really thought he was going to put the moves on her—and he would have, in a different lifetime. But now his moves were strictly G-rated.

      “You want us to play video games?”

      “You have a better idea?”

      A huff of a laugh burst out of her chest before the tension left her body in a visible rush. “No. No, that— Bowling is fine. Bowling is actually… perfect.”

      They shared a smile, and in short order, they had the floor cleared and the game system running. Knox preferred the Xbox over the Wii system for combat games, but when it came to sports games, the Wii system kicked some serious butt, as his ten-year-old nephew liked to say, which was why Knox kept it there and with a ready supply of entertainment. Name the gaming system and he probably had it.

      “Ha! Strike!” she cried, doing a victory dance after her second consecutive win.

      He took the score in stride, enjoying the show way more than he should. If nothing else, he liked it that he’d managed to change the pinched look she’d worn into one of happiness. “You’re pretty good at this. I have a feeling I’ve been had.”

      “You’re not the only one with nephews,” she said. “My kids aren’t old enough to know what they’re doing, so guess who gets to play in their place?”

      Knox smiled at her cheesy grin and prepared for his turn, surprised to discover he’d had more fun in the last forty-five minutes playing a video game with Morgan than he’d had on his last date with a Turkish model his agent had insisted was perfect for him.

      The system timed out for a moment to load the next round, and he handed her his controller. “I’m going to get some more water. Want one?”

      “No, thank you, but, um, where’s the bathroom?”

      “Down the hall, first door on the left.” He went to the fridge, vaguely aware of Puck following. The dog demanded food with a nose-nudge of his stainless steel bowl, and after feeding Puck and getting the canine more water, Knox washed his hands and grabbed a glass for tap water.

      Morgan didn’t linger in the bathroom and returned to the living room while he let Puck outside. On a cold night like this, the dog didn’t take long and was soon barking at the door to be let back in.

      Knox returned to the living room, water in hand, only to discover Morgan grinning from ear to ear, in the process of changing the appearance of his Wii Mii, the self-made miniature every player created and used to play the games. “Hey!”

      Morgan laughed and dodged his grab for the controller. “I’m tweaking it,” she said, putting some distance between them.

      He quickly set the water aside and stalked her with lazy steps. “You aren’t allowed to tweak when you won’t create one for yourself,” he told her, reminding her of the fact she’d used his sister’s Mii instead of making her own. He’d no sooner said the words than he spied the controller she’d used sitting atop the game console. “Ahh. Now we can both ‘tweak.’”

      “No. No, don’t do that.” She rounded the couch and moved closer to him. “Knox? Here. Take it back.”

      “Nope.” He was already backing out of the system to the point where he could make a new miniature Mii.

      “Knox, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have— Please, don’t.”

      Something in her tone cut through the fun he was having and put an instant stop to it. He frowned at her expression, the unease and— “Hey… What’s wrong?”

      She shook her head, her blond hair falling forward to cover her face until he reached out and gently nudged it up. Her skin really was as soft as it looked.

      “I don’t like pictures o-or images of me. That’s all.” She smiled, but it was a horrible attempt. “It’s a weird pet peeve.”

      It was. Especially when she was beautiful. “Why?”

      She shrugged and avoided eye contact.

      “Don’t give me that. We were having fun. Goofing around. How can making a cartoon image change that?”

      “Can we just go back to bowling?”

      “No.” He nudged her chin up another notch and bent his knees until he managed to catch her gaze with his. “Tell me.”

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Try me.”

      “It’s no big deal. Really. I just…used to be different.”

      It was a big deal if she couldn’t even make a game character. “Different how?”

      She looked away from him and shook her head. “Please, just forget I mentioned it?”

      “Don’t give me that, darlin’. Different how?”

      “Gah, fine. I used to be a beauty queen and pageant winner. I was also runner-up for Miss Georgia and did some modeling.”

      “Those are some great accomplishments.” But the way she’d said it made it seem as though she was embarrassed.

      “Not really. Not now.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Are you really going to make me spell it out?” she asked. “I mean, what does it matter now? Especially when I don’t look like that anymore.”

      “Is that what your ex said to you?” He could tell his words hit home by the way she flinched.

      “Rory liked that me,” she whispered, the words low, husky. “Not this one. Please. Please just forget it. I’m sorry. I’ve ruined everything.”

      The thought of a man criticizing her about her beauty based on her size ticked him off. Yes, she was rounded and lush. Maybe not modern day’s typical definition of thin, but—

      “C-can we just go back to the game? We’re in the snow globe. It doesn’t matter now.”

      It mattered to him. Whatever her jerk of an ex had said to her had turned a beautiful, confident woman into someone who no longer saw herself as worthy of love or attention. He might not have known her long, but he’d glimpsed her humor, her intelligence. Her gentleness with Puck. Dogs read people way better than humans, and Puck liked their guest. That said something to him.

      But how could he prove to Morgan that she possessed all those qualities?

      Unbidden, he ran his knuckles over her cheek, amazed at the silky texture. Warnings sounded in his head. Debates took place. But all he could think of was her smiles during the game and how beautiful and happy she’d looked when she’d performed her victory dances.

      “Knox?”

      “You still hung up on your ex?”

      “No,” she stated in no uncertain terms. “This sounds awful, but I’m so happy to be free of him.”

      “You’re sure about that?”

      “Yes. I can forgive him—somehow—eventually, but I will never trust or forget how he betrayed me and our marriage vows.”

      “Good. Because he obviously doesn’t deserve you.” He brushed his thumb across her lips.
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