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        Carrie Madison has one job this Christmas: find a jolly, beard-wearing, ho-ho-ing Santa to delight the orphans. Easy, right? Not when every man in town is either grumpy, too drunk, or thinks reindeer are just dinner on hooves. Then she comes home from the ball to find a burglar in her living room, asking if he can crash for the night. Armed with charm and absolutely no other options, Carrie agrees—because what’s Christmas without a little danger?

      

        

      
        Pinkerton agent Roscoe Dalton was chasing outlaws, not looking for a cozy hideout or a woman who makes his heart do jingle bells. But now he’s stuck in Carrie’s house, the gang’s hot on his trail, and the lady of the house insists he help bring Christmas cheer to a bunch of orphans. He’s tough, brooding, and definitely not Santa material… or is he?

      

        

      
        Can a wanted man in a fake beard save Christmas, the girl, and possibly his own grinchy heart?
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      Carrie Madison was a desperate woman. This week the last Debutante ball would be held and if she didn’t find a husband, she would be considered an old maid. As the oldest debutante, she had not found a single man who interested her.

      Not one in three years.

      There were women who knew men better than anyone she’d spoken to. And so she walked up the steps to the famed house of ill repute, the Belle’s Bordello on Main Street, where men went to drink and find a willing woman.

      A whorehouse.

      Trepidation caused her heart to pound inside her chest as she opened the door. It was hard not to stare at the finely decorated house. Nothing like what she’d expected. But then she had no idea what a den of sin looked like on the inside.

      A beautiful woman wearing the most exquisite gown strolled down the stairs. “Hello. How can we help you?”

      What could she say? She needed to know how to attract a man. At the age of twenty-one, she was almost getting too old to be considered a debutante. Most men avoided her and didn’t seem to like her and she didn’t understand why.

      Was she so ugly that no man would consider her for his wife?

      “I need some advice,” she finally said nervously looking at the older woman. “You’re the only woman I know who can tell me honestly what men like. I want to know how to please a man.”

      The woman smiled at her. “Are you wanting to come to work for me?”

      “No,” Carrie said, appalled that the woman would think she wanted to be a whore. She just wanted men to like her. She wanted a better understanding of the male species. What would attract a man to her?

      “I don’t understand why men don’t like me. I’m the oldest debutante in Durango and they are calling me an old maid. I don’t want to be an old maid. I want a man, a husband.”

      The woman tried not to laugh, but a chuckle escaped her. “Let me get the girls. This will be a good experience for them.”

      The woman turned and went upstairs.

      The girls? Carrie heard her call the girls out of their rooms. Were they entertaining men even at this early hour in the morning?

      Maybe she should just run now. Maybe she’d just made a fool of herself. Maybe this was not the best way to learn about men.

      Three beautiful, scantily dressed women made their way downstairs.

      “Please sit on the settee,” the older woman said. “I’m Belle James. I own this establishment. And you are?”

      Carrie licked her lips. She was a nice girl. A virgin. A woman all alone since her family died and yet she didn’t want to be alone any longer. She wanted a husband and eventually a family.

      It would be rude not to tell the madam her name, but she didn’t want anyone to know she was here. If they learned she’d visited the whorehouse, she’d been known as the scandalous old maid.

      “Carrie Madison,” she finally said, sinking down onto the settee.

      This was her last chance to find a husband and she needed help.

      She glanced around the room at the lavish furnishings. The madam was making money.

      “What are your questions?” one of the girls asked.

      It was odd they didn’t offer their names, but maybe that was for the best.

      She sighed. It was so hard to admit she was being called old. “The last debutante ball is being held this week and for the last three years I’ve been known as one of the debutantes. But men don’t like me and I don’t understand why.”

      Every year she’d gotten her hopes up that this would be the year she met her match, and so far, every year she’d been disappointed. All of her friends were married and even had children while Carrie was still alone.

      The women giggled, which didn’t make her feel any better.

      They were her last hope. She needed their expertise to help her understand men and what they wanted.

      “You ladies know men better than anyone. Tell me why I can’t find a husband. What do I need to do?”

      A blonde in lingerie glanced at her. “It’s not your looks. You’re beautiful and if you came to work here, you would make a lot of money.”

      That wasn’t what she wanted to hear. Working here was not the goal. She was glad the woman thought her beautiful, but there must be something else.

      “If I’m beautiful, then what am I doing wrong? Why aren’t men attracted to me?”

      The women all glanced at one another.

      “Honey, men, like to be the center of attention. They want you to fawn all over them and tell them how wonderful they are,” a brunette said, gazing at her. “It can’t be about you, but them.”

      Was that true?

      “Except for the good men,” the blonde said. “They will take care of you, put your wishes and needs first and protect you. Those men are like gold.”

      That was what she wanted. But she wanted for them both to take care of each other. That was what she’d seen with her parents.

      A girl in a low-cut dress shook her head. “Are they asking you to dance?”

      “Yes, but that’s as far as it goes,” she said. “Do I smell bad? Am I not entertaining enough? Why can’t I find a man to marry me?”

      Another girl reached over and took her hand. “It could be you’ve not met the right man yet. Maybe these stuck-up rich boys are just not right for you. They come in here all the time, and believe me, if they didn’t pay good money I’d turn them down. They’re boring.”

      Carrie giggled. “You know, ladies, many of them are dull. All they talk about is themselves.”

      “Exactly,” the girl said, releasing her hand. “I think you’re beautiful and you just haven’t found the right man for you.”

      That seemed too easy. When was this perfect man going to come along? How much longer did she have to wait?

      “Do any of them make you feel special or does your stomach get all warm and fuzzy when they’re around?” the brunette asked.

      She thought for a moment. She’d never experienced that kind of feeling before.

      “No,” she said not really understanding the question.

      The woman nodded. “That’s the problem. You haven’t met the right man.”

      With a sigh, Carrie shook her head. “But I’m running out of time. They won’t let me be a debutante next year.”

      The women all laughed. “Honey, you don’t need some fancy smancy ball to find a man. We can find you someone.”

      Oh no, that wasn’t a good idea. Any man they introduced her to would expect things from her she wasn’t willing to give.

      “So you don’t think it’s me?”

      “No, we don’t,” the blonde said. “We think it’s the men you’ve been meeting. Get out more. Go to parties, not rich, snobby balls. Go to church. Go to a saloon.”

      Carrie thought of the men at church. Oh no, they were all older and many were widows. She wanted a younger man. Someone who wanted a family like she did. And a saloon? No decent woman would be found in a saloon.

      “Church is not an option. It’s just old widowers.” She gave a little shiver.

      She was very involved with her church and the orphanage and if they learned she had come here they would be most upset with her. But she didn’t care.

      “Don’t give up,” another woman told her. “Just keep looking, but never settle. If they don’t make your skirts rise, then walk on.”

      That was an unusual saying. “What do you mean make my skirts rise?”

      The women giggled.

      “Honey, if they don’t make you hot and bothered when they look at you, or they kiss you, then they are not the one you’re looking for. You’re obviously a virgin and just know that when you find the right man, he’s going to make you feel wonderful. Your heart will pound, your blood will get warm, and your knees weak. All you’ll be able to think about is him. So keep looking.”

      No man she’d met so far had caused this physical reaction they were speaking of. There were handsome men at the balls, but they were more interested in their liquor than any of the women there.

      The madam cleared her throat. She’d obviously taken up too much of their time.

      “Girls, it’s getting close to lunch and we need to prepare for the nooners,” she said.

      “Nooners?” Carrie asked.

      The girls laughed.

      “Many men come take their lunches with the girls,” the madam said. “Usually they’re married and it’s the only time they can sneak away.”

      “Oh, dear,” Carrie said.

      “We make lots of money during lunch, honey,” the brunette said.

      Their words were shocking and she knew it was time for her to leave.

      Carrie rose from the settee. “Thank you, ladies, for your advice. You’ve been very helpful and I wish you all the best.”

      The madam stood.

      “Good luck,” the ladies called. “Come back if you have more questions. Let us know when you find a man.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” Belle said. “You know, Carrie, if you don’t find what you’re looking for, we could help you.”

      Oh, that wasn’t going to happen. She appreciated the woman speaking to her, but she didn’t want any man the owner of the bordello found.

      “Thank you, ma’am. And thank you for speaking with me today.”

      The woman opened the door. “Good luck. Come back if you change your mind.”

      “I will,” she said and hurried down the steps and into the street.

      What a strange place and yet she’d liked the women working there. But that wasn’t her future. At least they made her feel better about not being able to find herself a husband.

      And what was all this pounding hearts and weak knees they were talking about? So far no man she’d met made her skirts rise as the woman described it. She still didn’t understand that phrase.

      Horses clopped down the brick streets and wooden carriages rolled by on their way to their destinations. The town of Durango was more modern than most western cities, but it still had a lot of room for growth. And tomorrow night was the final debutante ball of the season.

      One more and then it was over.
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      Tonight was the ball and so far Carrie had been asked to dance twice. Wearing her favorite red silk dress, she thought she was the most beautiful woman there. Tonight she’d taken special care with her appearance.

      But the men didn’t care. Not only did she want to meet her husband tonight, she had a secret mission for the orphanage for Christmas.

      Carrie hated the holidays. Since her parents died and her friends married and moved away, she was alone. Completely, utterly, by herself and it was no way to spend the season.

      So this year she had thrown herself into helping the orphanage. These children and she shared a common problem. They were alone in this world.

      In an effort to keep her spirits up, she’d accepted the responsibility of coordinating the holiday party for the orphanage and even that was turning into a disaster. Tonight at the debutante ball, she was looking for a husband and a Santa. And so far, her results had been dismal.

      “I need a Santa,” she told the man who had asked her to dance as they spun around the dance floor.

      His brows raised as he stared at her, missing a step in the waltz, stepping on her foot. Pain radiated up her leg.

      A grimace crossed her face. Some men didn’t know how to dance.

      He gave a little chuckle. “Honey, I don’t dress up in a red suit for any woman.”

      Oh geez, some men were tactless. She tried to remember her meeting with the girls from the bordello. With this man she had experienced no flutters in her chest or stomach, only a throbbing in her foot.

      “It’s for the orphans,” she told him. “Those children deserve a great Christmas.”

      With a shrug, he shook his head. “Not from me.”

      “The children would adore you. You would be a hero in their eyes,” she told him, trying to use the bordello girls’ advice. “You would be a hero to me.”

      “Sorry, I don’t believe in charity for anyone.”

      Stunned, she stared at the very wealthy man. Well, that certainly ruled him out as a husband. She just hoped he never needed help from others in his life.

      Were there no charitable men in this town filled with wealthy individuals? Were they all so focused on making their first million in coal and nickel or cattle that they couldn’t care less about those less fortunate?

      As soon as the song ended, he walked her back to the group of debutantes who stood against the wall.

      Another loser, she thought as she sighed.

      “What did you think of him,” a young girl who looked like a fresh flower asked.

      “Not for me,” she said, shaking her head, knowing she wouldn’t say anything negative about the man to the girls, but her skirt had definitely not been raised.

      Standing against the wall, she watched the dancers, feeling like her smile was as fake as some of these men.

      As the eldest debutante in Durango, she feared tonight was a waste of her time. She heard whispers of her name and “old maid” countless times again tonight. Though men would often tell her how beautiful she was, she was feeling more like an ugly duckling.

      A dark-haired man with a bright smile walked up to the group of young women, and for a moment, she felt hopeful he was going to ask her to dance. But then he walked by.

      Time to take things into her own hands. Time to be in charge of her destiny.

      Walking about the room, she glanced at the men. There were fewer than ten men here who were eligible bachelors, six of which she wouldn’t even consider.

      She walked up to Adam Peterson and smiled. “This is one of my favorite songs. Would you care to dance?”

      Yes, it was unheard of for a woman to ask a man to dance, but she was past caring. They could call her scandalous and it wouldn’t matter. They were already calling her old.

      “Of course,” he said, smiling at her as they began to waltz on the dance floor.

      He was an excellent dancer and she even liked him. No, her skirts were not rising, but at least he had a nice smile.

      “Have you heard the news?”

      “No,” she said, wondering what he was going to tell her.

      “Rosa and I are engaged,” he said with a smile.

      Well, wasn’t that just wonderful. The one man she admired was now off the marriage market leaving her only three more options. So why was he even here?

      “Congratulations,” she said graciously, wishing she’d known this before she asked him to dance. But still there was a chance he might be her Santa.

      If she found a Santa tonight, she’d be happy. At least one of her goals would have been reached.

      “I’m in charge of the orphanage Christmas party this year. I’m still looking for a nice man to play Santa for the children. Rosa could dress up as Mrs. Claus and the two of you would be so adorable talking to the children.”

      Could they find a Mrs. Claus outfit? Still, it would be so good for the children to see Santa and Mrs. Claus.

      The man frowned. “I don’t think so. I’m not good with children. It’s just not something I enjoy.”

      “You’d be a hero in the children’s eyes,” she said, trying to entice him. “And a hero to the town.”

      He shook his head. “All those brats putting their hands on me. Most of them are crazy.”

      What?

      “Is that so? I thought their parents had either abandoned them or been killed.”

      The man rolled his eyes and shook his head at her.

      “Their parents put them there because they’re crazy and they didn’t want it to affect their other children.”

      All her opinions of this man changed in an instant and she was glad he had turned her down.

      With a sigh, she shook her head. Strike number two. Not only would he not be good husband material, but he thought the children were insane. Maybe it was for the best that he wasn’t a good fit for her.

      Poor Rosa. She hoped the woman would be happy.

      The song ended and she smiled. “Congratulations again and I hope you and Rosa have a wonderful wedding.”

      He nodded and she walked back to her corner of the wall. Why was this so hard? Just then she saw a man smile at her and walk toward her.

      “Would you care to dance?” he asked.

      “Yes, thank you,” she said, hoping for another chance.

      “I’m John Graves,” he said. “I’m the new mortician in town.”

      Oh dear Lord, could she marry a man who embalmed and put dead people in graves?

      “Welcome to Durango,” she said. “How long have you been here?”

      “Just a couple of weeks,” he replied as he swept her out onto the floor. “How long have you lived here?”

      That was an easy question. She’d been born and raised here and even now she felt compelled to stay. This was where her roots were. This was where her parents were laid to rest.

      “All my life,” she said. “This town has grown so much since I was a small child. My father was a banker and we’ve watched the city spring up around us.”

      The man stepped on her foot as they danced. Not the best dancer, but he seemed kind.

      “I’m working on the orphanage Christmas program and I’m looking for a sweet, kind man to play Santa.”

      He threw back his head and laughed. “That’s not me. Give me a dead body and I’m your man, but I’m not going to play Santa for a bunch of sticky-fingered children.”

      “What a shame. They would think you were a hero and the people in town would admire you.” She was getting tired of repeating the same line. It was pathetic that she even had to say it.

      He laughed. “Look, as the only mortician in town, I’m going to get people’s business whether they like me or not. When you die, you need a mortician.”

      What a creepy man.

      How could she reply? He definitely wasn’t husband material. Or even Santa material, for that matter.

      Once again the music ended and he escorted her back to the wall of shame. The wall where all the old maids gathered.

      With a sigh, she stared at the men. One of her choices was drunk. A definite no. The other man, she walked across the room toward, and when she faced him, he stared at her. “No, I’m not going to play Santa for your orphans.”

      How rude. So the men were talking and probably not one of them would be her Santa or her husband.

      “Good to know,” she said. “The children would be better off with a good, decent man. I’ve not seen one here tonight.”

      Whirling around, she walked away. As she gazed around the ballroom, she realized there was nothing for her here. Not a husband or a Santa. There was no one she would consider worthy of her or the children’s smiles.

      The ladies at the bordello were right. She needed to expand her circles. The rich men of Durango were not husband material for her.

      Disappointed, she walked to the coat girl and handed her, her ticket. It was time to go home.

      When she walked outside, there were several carriages waiting to take the partygoers home. But she lived only blocks from the hotel. Wrapping her shawl tightly against her, she walked the lighted streets.

      The mayor had installed gas lamps last year and it kept the Main Street lit. The night air was cold and soon snow would be falling. When she turned onto her lane, she noticed a man on a horse watching the street and a nervous trickle went up her spine.

      What was he doing there?

      He tipped his hat to her and she hurried up the steps of her home. Turning the key in the lock, she rushed inside and bolted the door behind her.

      Suddenly a man’s hand clasped over her mouth.
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