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Holly Fitzgerald hated Christmas and never more than at this moment. She stepped into the body of the airplane and looked down the crowded, chaotic aisle, shrugging her shoulder to keep the heavy carry-on and her computer bag from slipping off. The narrow aisle between the rows of seats was clogged with harried travelers—several men in suits who looked annoyed by fathers loaded with strollers and stuffed toys and harassed mothers with whining children. Several passengers were shoving bags that looked as heavy as hers into overhead bins ...and everywhere people kept offering ‘Happy Holiday’ salutations like it was a silly talisman.

Horse hockey.

All the way through the airport concourse, Christmas music had blared and, of course, red and green tinsel sprang out from every shop along the way, trying to convey that spending money there would ensure Christmas bliss for loved ones. It was sickening.

Firming her mouth with determination, Holly shrugged the straps up again and inched along the aisle behind a tall guy who liked good tailoring. 

She really should have been in an editing booth right now, wrestling with the cuts that would make her best interviews shine and show the reality of the chronic poverty and hunger in Tanzania. Africa wasn’t sexy these days and too damn many crises were competing since Michael Moore got everyone interested in documentaries.

She really had to make this film speak out.

Holly huffed a frustrated sigh. She didn’t have time for all this friggin’ mistletoe crap. This was always a stupid time of the year, filled with forced gaiety and disappointed expectations. She hated the whole holiday season.

And now she had to make this rescue mission, spending ten days she couldn’t spare right now, going to Minnesota for the Christmas holidays! Her mother had wanted her for two whole weeks, but Holly just couldn’t spare the time. They’d compromised.

As the line of boarding passengers shuffled a few steps forward, the guy in front of her looked back over his shoulder and admonished her. “I think they’re moving as fast as they can.”

Holly made a face at the back of his dark, well-shaped head. She wasn’t in the mood for this. This trip—at the worst travel time of the year—was irritating as hell, and on top of that, she was worried about her mom.

Did people develop dementia at fifty-two? When they hadn’t had any previous symptoms?

Her normally level-headed mom needed her immediately. Even if it was a bad time for Holly to leave LA, her mom needed her like never before. Her mother had to get out of this impulsive marriage now and Holly was the one to make her see it. From the time Holly had gotten her mother’s giddy call—from a cruise ship, no less—announcing her impending marriage to a guy she’d just reconnected with after forty years, Holly had known they were facing an emergency.

Holly had been in Zambia at the time and she hadn’t been able to fly back to bring her mother to her senses in time to put the brakes on this mess. 

Her mom hadn’t even dated much since her father’s death twenty years before—and suddenly she’d gotten married to a man she hadn’t seen since they were kids! A man she met again on a singles cruise, for heaven’s sake!

So here Holly was trekking to western Minnesota to convince her mother to get a divorce, if an annulment wouldn’t fly.

Over the dozen or so years since her dad’s sudden death, Holly and her mom had been a team. They faced the world together, taking on everything from annoying landlords to difficult high school teachers to the IRS, when her mother’s records had gotten lost. No one listened to her with as much interest as her mom when Holly vented her frustrations in making her first documentary and no one cared more about the issues that burned brightest for her now. Mom had been her only parent and her biggest supporter.

Holly was determined to do the same for her mother now.

If only this stupid holiday stream of airline passengers would find their seats!

“Good grief!” Holly muttered aloud to herself, hitching up the shoulder bag and her computer again.

The man ahead of her glanced over his shoulder, this time saying with a charming smile, “I’m sure your family will hold Christmas dinner.”

“I couldn’t care less about Christmas dinner,” Holly retorted, spotting her seat row ahead. She was only barely conscious of the amused glance the man in front of her threw her way as she shuffled forward to claim her spot.

Popping open the overhead bin, she hauled her carry-on up to thrust it into the space, keeping the lighter computer bag to work during the flight. While her arms were still lifted to shove the recalcitrant luggage into the space, she saw that the annoying businessman with the well-shaped head slide into the seat in front of her.

Her seat.

He tucked his slim briefcase under the seat in front of him, adjusting his expensive suit jacket to make it settle on to broad shoulders before he took a Blackberry out of one pocket.

Holly glanced quickly at the ticket stub in her hand. “Ummm. I think you have my seat.”

The man smiled at her, a mixture of amused condescension and flirtation. “I know this travel experience has been frustrating for you so far—“

“What!” she exclaimed as several passengers pushed past her. “You don’t know anything about me, mister.”

“I beg to differ—” He offered what would have been a charming smile if he was hitting on her in a bar in Los Angeles. “No one observing your impatience with the boarding process could remain ignorant of your frustration.”

“What the—!” Holly sputtered, shifting to the side as a heavy man muttered “Excuse me” as he moved past her.

“Flying at this time of year is frustrating,” her seat-interloper said with smirky condesension. 

She stood in the narrow aisle, registering him more fully as he continued.

“I try to avoid traveling during the holiday season at all costs, but when you’re in the middle of the chaos, it’s best to just go with the flow.” His smile was white against his narrow, tanned face.

He looked familiar to her, but she worked in the entertainment world where dark-haired men in really great suits abounded. The downside of making documentaries was that she dealt with all kinds of powerful snakes who drove fast, flashy cars. She just wished she could afford the cars. The snakes she could do without.

Shifting to one side as another passenger arrived to sit in the row in front of hers, Holly tried again. “Look, you’re sitting in my assigned seat and I’d appreciate it—“

A flight attendant appeared next to her. “Is there a problem? We have a full plane today and we need to clear the aisle.”

Hoisting her laptop again, Holly responded pleasantly, sending the woman a quick smile, “I’m trying to clear the aisle, but this guy is sitting in my seat.”

She held her boarding pass up for the attendant to read. “See?”

The attendant glanced at her boarding pass and then said to the dark-haired man, “Excuse me, sir—“

Rolling her eyes upward as she recognized the woman’s deferential tone, Holly maintained her silence, knowing nothing good would come of her pointing this out.

“—could we look at your ticket?”

The request was made almost apologetically, which irritated Holly more. The guy was sitting in what was clearly her assigned seat and the flight attendant was acting like the situation was open to interpretation.

“Of course,” the dark-haired suit-guy stood, the bulk-head above the seat requiring him to bend his head and shoulders as he reached into his pocket. “Here we are.”

Handing the boarding pass to the attendant, he met Holly’s gaze with the same warm, flirty smile that made her want to hit him.

“I’m sorry, sir.” The flight attendant sounded genuinely regretful. “Your seat is actually in the row behind this.”

The guy looked down at the boarding pass in his hand. “Well. So it is. My mistake.” He smiled at the woman as if she were his friend.

“No problem, sir. Can I help you move any carry-on luggage?” The attendant almost twittered in her eagerness to respond to his smile.

“No, thank you. This is all I have.” The man got his briefcase and moved into the aisle before glancing up at Holly in brief acknowledgement. “My apologies.”

She had to remind herself not to beam at him in response like the silly flight attendant. 

“No problem,” she said, keeping her brief smile neutral as she stepped into the place he’d just vacated.

As the other passengers settled down around them, the plane fell quiet, just the hushing sound of the circulated air and the occasional low-voiced conversation from the people in the other seats. Unfortunately, Holly found herself more aware of the dark-haired man behind her than she should have been. She unzipped her laptop case and tried to focus on her work for the four hour flight, but to her irritation, she noticed when he cleared his throat or spoke to his seatmate. Her concentration on the script in front her was even interrupted by his short conversation when another attendant pushed the drink cart down the aisle and paused to get his order.

Ridiculous. She finally managed to get herself under control and sank into the film treatment with her usual focus.

They were landing in Minneapolis before she knew it and Holly exited the plane, wondering how long she’d have to walk before she reached the car rental counter.

On the long-ish trek to the Baggage Claim area, her mind returned to her mother’s recent marriage. Her mom knew Holly hated Christmas, but she’d insisted her daughter come home for a week over the holiday to meet Michael Something-or-other—the man she’d married without even waiting to introduce him to her only daughter. 

Holly wasn’t loving Michael or the fact that he’d pulled her normally rational mother into this marital mistake. Everything had been so rushed, Holly wondered if her solvent mom had been the target of a loser who didn’t want to make his own money. The speed of it all left a bad taste in her mouth. She couldn’t help but suspect the worst. Fifty years ago people might have rushed into marriage so they could have sex, but those rules didn’t exist anymore and just the thought of her mother in flagrant delecto with a middle-aged dude made her queasy.

Feeling her mouth pulled into a grim smile, Holly walked up to the huge baggage carousel.

The carousel lurched forward just as she arrived, a chute emitting luggage pieces one at a time in spurts.

Passengers from the plane were all lined up around the baggage area, the air torn by the buzz of voices as people gathered around like vultures, ready to retrieve their belongings and rush off to where ever they were headed. Travel always had some chaos to it, but the sheer number of people bustling through and the anxiety in the air—mingling with the same old tired Christmas songs being piped throughout—lent travel at this time a desperation that Holly tried to avoid. Children’s petulant cries and parents’ irritated responses just put the cherry on top in her mind. 

There was nothing happy about the holidays.

Soon the baggage carousel rotated around with a collection of items that ranged from cross-country skis that were unmistakable in their long carrier bags and a motley array of luggage. Here and there, children’s car seats could be seen amidst the items circling around. From the far chute, Holly saw her black bag—like so many others—slide down on to the rotisserie. She traveled often and she’d learned both not to spend a lot of money on luggage that would invariably get beaten to pieces and that she needed a way to identify her bag from the others. Fortunately, a girlfriend’s party a few years back had yielded her a small, red heart that could be attached to luggage.

She liked it because she didn’t want to attract a lot of attention in most of the places she traveled and, since she knew what she was looking for, the tag always helped her spot her bag quickly.  As she threaded her way through the crowds of weary holiday travelers, trying to intercept the slow-moving carousel before her bag turned the corner, her brain barely registered the tall well-made form off to her right.

While her bag inched around, Holly’s thoughts fell back to her long-widowed mother’s impulsive marriage to a near-stranger. She only wished she hadn’t been filming in Zambia at the time...or that her mother had been thinking clearly enough to wait. Instead, she and her groom had been joined in a rushed ceremony at a friend’s house.

Some friend, Holly fumed. Even Michael’s son hadn’t stopped things, although her mother had mentioned that his only child had been so busy in August that he’d just flown in for the ceremony. Her mom had twittered something about his job being demanding and it seemed like she’d said Holly and he both worked in the film industry, but that encompassed a big population.

Her bag—leaning against a brown one with Gucci initials—chugged toward her and Holly slid between two chattering travelers to move close to the carousel. Bending forward to catch at the handle, Holly nearly toppled over as the bag—her bag!—was whooshed off the luggage carousel, right out from under her hand. She just managed to right herself in time to see the bag being settled on the floor and wheeled away by a man.

A familiar, dark-haired man wearing a well-cut suit.

Stiffening in outrage, Holly registered that she knew that man’s back! She’d trudged along behind him up the airplane aisle long enough to recognize the way the jacket held to broad shoulders and a trim waist. It was the idiot who took her seat on the plane!

Scurrying after him, Holly called out “Wait!  Wait!” But he clearly couldn’t hear over the din.

“Hey!” she tried again as they crossed the concourse, her trailing after his long-legged stride as quickly as she could. “Hey, you!”

His attention finally snagged, the man turned, seeing her following him. “Well, hello there. We meet again.”

Holly stopped in the middle of the concourse, holding her hand to her side and she tried to catch her breath. “Just wait a second.”

“I’ll be glad to,” he assured her, that attractive smile playing over his too-goodlooking face. 

Dodging a passing family of straggling kids, she managed to arrive in front of where he stood. 

“Realized you forgot to get my number before we deplaned?” he offered in a deadpan, teasing voice.

She stared at him with narrowed eyes, an elusive memory tickling her brain now that she saw him straight-on. Of course, she’d seen a lot of men like him in Los Angeles. The place was littered with good-looking guys trying to break into the business.

“What? No! I don’t want your number,” she said with more bite than she’d intended. “You have my bag.”

The smile disappeared and his brows twitched over blue eyes. “I beg your pardon.”

Irritated that he was acting like she was a groupy, Holly pointed to the suitcase beside him. “That’s my bag.”

The man looked down before glancing up at her. “Your bag? Do you suffer from the delusion that everything I have is yours—your seat, your bag?”

He smiled again, but Holly had no trouble resisting its pull this time.

He went on. “I’ve had women come on to me in some strange ways, but yours is definitely unique.”

She made a face at him before saying, “Don’t flatter yourself. You picked up my suitcase off the carousel.”

“Now, come on—“ he started to say when she interrupted him.

“Just look at the tag. There.” She pointed at it. “It’ll have my name. And there’s a small red heart attached to the handle.”

He glanced down at the bag, staring at it for a long moment.

“I travel a lot and everyone has black bags these days, so I’ve learned to put a personal touch beside the tag. See? Right there.” She leaned forward, taking the heart tag in her hand to show him. “It’s mine.”

He straightened with her, his blue eyes smiling again. “You’re right. I never put a red heart on my luggage out of principle. It must be yours.”

“Yes,” she said in what she knew was an ungracious tone. But really, the guy criticized her attitude—when it was none of his business—took her seat on the airplane and now, tried to run off with her suitcase!

He looked back at the baggage carousel. “I guess mine’s still there.”

“I guess so.” She grabbed the handle of the bag and turned toward the concourse that led to the car rental places. “Well, uh, thanks.”

Dragging her suitcase in one hand while she hoisted the carry-on and her laptop bag higher on her shoulder, she turned her back on him and rolled her eyes. Duh! What the heck was she thanking him for! If she hadn’t been watching so closely, he’d have taken her bag.

Dismissing the good-looking suit-guy, she began walking quickly to the car rentals. Their plane had come in a little late and what with the baggage mix-up, she had to hustle if she wanted to make her reservation time for the car.

***
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“This will be fine.”  Levi Harper signed the form the car rental attendant held out for him, ignoring the icy wind that sliced through his jacket as if he were wearing nothing.

“You looked the car over for damage, right?” The young guy in the parka received the clip board and scanned it.

“Yes.” Levi glanced at his Tag Heuer wristwatch, mentally calculating how long it would take him to reach his dad’s new quarters in the damned back of beyond. As far as he was concerned, all of Minnesota came under the heading of the back of beyond.

“And you want to decline the insurance?” The question was doubtful, as if the kid couldn’t imagine anyone choosing this option. He probably got paid something for every individual who signed without checking that box. “The roads can get pretty slippery around here, particularly if you’re not used to driving in icy conditions.”

“I have auto insurance,” Levi said calmly, not glancing again at the snow-covered parking lot dividers or the icicles on the fence that surrounded it. “It covers any damage to rentals.”

The kid swallowed, clearly hearing the sardonic tone in Levi’s voice. “Sure, okay.”

Levi had been called a shark and a blood-sucking ghoul who lived off the efforts of others. He knew how to spend money, but he hated getting screwed. It was what made him good at his job.

Appreciation for a fair deal.

Of course, fair was relative, he knew. He shoved his bags into the back seat of the bland four-door and pulled out his phone to GPS wherever the hell New Hope was from the airport. His father had been born in Minnesota, but Levi still couldn’t fathom why a man in the late middle years of his life wanted to uproot a comfortable life in Washington state to come back here. Particularly when the weather was crappy six months out of the year.

Damned snow. He liked palm trees and wearing shorts in January.

“The keys, sir.” The attendant held out the keys like Levi presented a risk to him.

Throwing the attendant an automatic, reassuring smile, he climbed behind the wheel and promptly forgot the kid. After his mother had abandoned the two of them when Levi was just a baby, Michael had settled down in Seattle to take care of his son and make a steady income. He’d done pretty well at both, from Levi’s perspective, well enough to retire at fifty-five, which was saying a lot these days.

Although his father had girlfriends along the way—and one really disastrous marriage—Levi hadn’t even known his dad wanted a new wife. Until he’d called several months ago to invite his son to his surprise wedding.

To a woman he hadn’t seen in forty years.

Levi felt his mouth firm into a straight line as he stared through the windshield at the gray horizon. His dad needed a wife like a hole in the head and his track record proved that he lacked skill in picking mates. Why tie himself up legally to one more mistake?

Putting the car in drive, Levi headed for the rental lot exit and turned left to go to the main road, hearing the tires crunch on the spent ice in the middle of the road. A quick glance at his phone’s GPS confirmed that the highway could be reached—-

Suddenly, another vehicle swooped out of another nearby rental lot and pulled right in front of him.

Bam!! 

Feeling the rental shudder around him, Levi kept his foot on the brake and put the car into park to get out and see what the hell had happened.

In front of him, only an inch or two in front of the car he’d driven, was a blue sedan as equally bland as his. Standing next to the cars, he saw a driver scramble out of the other car, a spill of red curls spiking his memory as the woman struggled into a coat against the biting wind, a jumble of words on her lips.

“I had the right of way,” the woman said in low, hurried voice. “Didn’t you see me pull out?”

Levi recognized the hair immediately.

“You again.” He knew his voice sounded annoyed, but the woman had just caused him to run into her!

She looked up from struggling to tie her coat around her waist, the hair swinging against her pale cheek.

“You!”

“Yes, me.” He stood in the cold wind.

“You just hit my car! Well, my rental car.”

“Only after you pulled in front of me and braked.” He couldn’t help the icy tone to his statement. He’d thought the redhead was cute and sexy when he’d first seen her in the plane, but her uptight attitude and her having caused this mess didn’t win her any points with him.

Her cheeks growing red in the cold wind, she shot back at him. “You were going too fast. I clearly was in front of you.”

“Me going too fast? You were only in front of me because you cut me off.”

She only came to a little above his shoulder and he’d have liked to take her to dinner if she weren’t such a pain in the ass.

“I think the situation speaks for itself,” he gestured to the entrance from the rental company lot. “I was right there, making a turn, and you pulled in front of me.”

“Why you—you jerk!” she started to say—

“Now, now.” Levi used the voice he reserved for his highest-strung clients. “This won’t get us anywhere—”

“Are you following me?” she demanded. “You sat in my seat on the airplane and then you took my suitcase off the carousel—“

He was trying to be civil, but this woman was a piece of work. “First off, I was in front of you when we were getting on the plane, so I couldn’t have followed you—“

“You could have arranged to get in line in front of me,” she muttered.

“—Second, there were a hundred bags like yours on the baggage carousel—“

“Not with a red heart on them!”

“Are you kidding me, lady?” Levi’s temper escaped. “That red thing has to be less than an inch wide. No one could see that, unless they knew it was there! And thirdly, you just pulled in front of me. The damned road is icy. I don’t think anyone could have avoided hitting you with the way you were driving!”

“Fine!” she stomped away toward her car door. “Let’s just exchange insurance information and let them work it out.”

“Fine,” he shot back.

She handed him her rental papers. “Here! The insurance agency is right there. Where’s yours?”

Levi took out his wallet and abstracted his insurance car. “There. Everything you need.”

The woman took out her phone and snapped photo of the front and back of his car. “My insurance company will be in contact with yours—and we don’t have to ever see each other again!”

She swung around, stalking back to her rental.

“Great,” he said, “you’re too damned much trouble anyway.”

* * * * * * * * *
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CHAPTER TWO
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Cold and hungry, Levi finally found the street and drove around the circle to 2009, cursing under his breath. He looked at the house in disgust, annoyed by the charming picture.

The clapboard two-story home had a gabled third floor and a generous wrap-around porch. With the wreath on the front door and twinkling lights on every line in the fading afternoon light, it looked like his dad was living in a Norman Rockwell painting on steroids. The windows shone with warm light.

Apparently a Christmas elf had visited the place recently and left a Christmas record playing inside. All four corners were rimmed in lights and a wooden Santa figure waved from the front yard.

He’d told his dad he might be able to squeeze out six or seven days to spend here, but that was before he saw how much snow they had in this damned state.

Levi parked the sedan at the curb and crunched his way through icy remnants of snow up to the front door. He settled his suitcase on the front porch and took a resigned breath as he rang the doorbell. Thank goodness it was lit or he’d have had a hard time finding the button for all the plastic decorations.

He tried not to let this time of year get to him, but he hated all the Christmas crap. With holly on the lamp post and the swagged twinkly lights around the front windows, this place looked like something out of a cartoon. It was pretty, he supposed, if you were into that sort of thing, but this mission had a specific goal: get in, get dad and get the hell out. The sooner he could get the two of them back to civilization, the more quickly he’d be able to deprogram his father.

Just about to jab again at the doorbell, Levi stepped back as the door swung wide.

“Son! You made it.” Michael Harper stood six two in his stocking feet and looked like the former ball player he was. “Come in. Come in out of the cold.”

Hoisting his bag again, Levi let his dad draw him into the house’s small foyer and dropped his luggage as he returned his father’s hug.

“Gosh, it’s great to see you, son. It’s been too long!”

Hugging his dad with a sudden rush of emotion, Levi felt choked up for a moment. He missed the old man, now that they were living so far apart.
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