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        Rich Girl features a millionaire and a single mom, and is a secret heir, opposites attract romance set in the fictional universe of Summit Springs, Colorado.

      

        

      
        Scarlett Lennon died in a skiing accident five years ago, leaving behind secrets she’d been keeping to protect herself, her inheritance and her fiancée, Ella.

      

        

      
        Single mom Ella Anderson works as a dispatcher for the mountain rescue squad in Summit Springs, CO. She is doing her best to make ends meet while she raises her five year old son on her own. She adores little Theo, and although she would never complain, she doesn’t have time for anyone else.

      

        

      
        Natalie Lennon is the youngest daughter of the Lennon family, who own Pines Peak ski resort and whose great wealth is well known in town and beyond. She has no career, no girlfriend, and no direction. What she does have is a lot of money. She’s grown up with a silver spoon in her mouth, not understanding at all what it’s like to live paycheck to paycheck.

      

        

      
        The two meet by coincidence in the Emergency Room late one night. Ella remembers Scarlett's little sister, even though Natalie doesn’t recognize her in return. The chance meeting touches off something bigger than either woman is ready for. Not just an unexpected relationship, but a dive into the past that shines a light on Natalie’s big sister Scarlett’s secrets.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To my wife, who constantly has to repeat herself because I’m writing and not listening.

      

      Much love and appreciation.
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      “Summit Mountain Rescue. What’s your emergency?”

      “Moose bite. No, flambé gone wrong. Oh, wait! Foot caught in a snowblower.”

      Ella rolled her eyes at Gil, her dispatch shift mate, and shook her head. EMT humor.

      So far today, she had fielded calls for emergencies like a snow mobiler with minor frost bite, a possible heart attack up at the Silver Nugget Hotel that turned out to be indigestion, and a cat stuck in a tree. SMR didn’t technically send anyone to rescue cats in trees, but the little girl on the phone was a classmate of her son, Theo, so she’d arranged for a squad car to go see what they could do. Summit Springs was still a small local community after all, even if it was also a tourist town.

      Emergency services was one of the few professions where a slow day was actually a very good thing.

      “Hi Ella, it’s Mallory. Theo is okay. Well, sort of okay, but⁠—”

      Shit. Mallory from the after-school program? That was a never good thing. “Mallory, I told you not to call me like this about Theo. You need to use my cell phone.”

      “Right. I’m sorry. But Theo is sick, so I figured it counts right? He has a fever.”

      “That’s not really a nine-one-one kind of emergency, Mallory.”

      “Oh. Sorry.”

      She sighed and tried not to get frustrated. Mallory was young and just doing her job. Kids got sick in the winter. But a fever meant she had to go pick Theo up and her shift wasn’t over yet. A fever also meant that, barring a miracle, Theo wasn’t going to be going to school tomorrow.

      “Let me call you back on my cell, Mallory.” She hung up and tapped Gil on the shoulder. “I have to make a call.”

      “Everything okay?” Gil really was the kindest man she’d ever met.

      “It’s Theo.”

      “Oh, damn. If you need to go, I can cover the rest of your shift.”

      “Are you sure?” It was only a little over an hour, but Gil was supposed to rotate off earlier than she was, and she hated to impose.

      “Of course. Go get him. I don’t have any plans.”

      “Gil, I owe you one. More. One more.” She’d lost count. Thank goodness for Gil.

      “Get out of here, I’ve got this.” Gil hit a key on the switchboard. “Summit Mountain Rescue, what’s your emergency?”

      She’d bring him cookies or something tomorrow.

      Assuming she could make it in tomorrow.

      She grabbed her phone, punched out and headed for her car, dialing while wiggling one arm into her coat.

      “Ella?”

      “Okay, Mallory, I’m on my way. How bad is the fever?”

      “A hundred and two. And he threw up a second ago.”

      “Oh god. I’m sorry. I’m coming.” She hung up, tossed her phone on the passenger seat, and started her car. Her Subaru was solid, but it was old and, even in an emergency, it needed a couple of minutes to warm up before she could put it in gear. She started the defroster and made herself breathe as she shoved her other arm into her coat and zipped it up. She had some PTO she could use—she hoarded those days all summer long because she knew how winter was with Theo. If there was a bug to be caught, he would catch it.

      And then he’d give it to her.

      Naturally.

      He’d grow out of this. Eventually. Kids did, she was pretty sure. She couldn’t wait for that day to come.

      She finally got moving and drove the short few miles to the elementary school where Theo was in kindergarten. She parked right in front, in the No Parking zone. Everyone else did it, and she was trying to get inside quickly.

      Ella knew as soon as she looked at her boy that school wasn’t happening tomorrow. Maybe not the next day either. Theo looked awful. Gray. Exhausted. “Hey, buddy.”

      Theo didn’t say a word, just leaned against her leg as she signed him out.

      Mallory gave her an apologetic look. “We’re going to need a doctor’s note before you can bring him back.”

      She didn’t bite Mallory’s head off, the poor thing was just the messenger. But she really wanted to scream and throw something. “Yeah. I know the rules. Thank you.”

      Missed work, a doctor visit, medicine… the numbers were adding up in ways that made her head ache.

      “I want to go home,” Theo said softly, and she picked him up to carry him to the car.

      “I know, buddy. You’re feeling bad, huh?”

      Theo nodded, then dropped his head to her shoulder.

      “We’ll go home, give you something for your fever and tuck you in.”

      She didn’t get an answer, the poor kid was already half asleep. She strapped him into his car seat and headed home to their small but comfortable little house right on the edge of town.

      Theo threw up again as they got out of the car and Ella sighed and buried it with snow. By the time that melted, no one would be the wiser. When they got inside, she stripped him out of his coat and boots and all of his clothes as he stood there like a rag doll, put him in pajamas, brushed his teeth as best she could manage and tucked him into his bed. She had to wake him up when she got back with the Tylenol, but he got that down too. She sat with him a while, stroking his hot little head and watching him sleep. He seemed okay, so she left him for a bit and went to make herself a glass of wine.

      She figured dinner should probably happen too, and laundry, and a fire in the wood stove, but wine first. She had her priorities.

      She took two sips and set the glass down on the kitchen counter. Okay. Fire. Dinner. Figure out what to do about tomorrow. On the bright side, she could get a jump on laundry, bring in more wood, finish shoveling the driveway… maybe if she got the chores done tomorrow, then Saturday she could have time to sit and read, or bake something, or take a walk in town.

      Could happen.

      Probably wouldn’t, but it could.

      For now, she’d settle for not freezing to death. She headed for the living room to fire up the wood stove.
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      It was a beautiful day.

      The sky was clear and blue with hardly any wind, and the sun was beginning to set behind the mountain tops. Absolutely ideal.

      Natalie Lennon skied up to the back door of her generational home as if she had spent all day on the slopes of Pines Peak enjoying every second of the perfect powder and challenging runs and was ready for some hot cocoa and a soak in the hot tub.

      She smiled as she took of her hat and shook out her blonde hair, doing her best to appear invigorated by her fake workout and the very real cold air.

      “Welcome to Pines Peak, from our family to yours. Enjoy your stay!”

      She kept smiling.

      And smiling.

      “Cut!”

      Oh, thank god. Her face was starting to hurt. “Is that it?”

      “That was perfect, Nat. Just perfect. You’re a natural.”

      “No, I’m not. I’ve been doing these stupid promo things since before I could walk.” She wasn’t a natural, at this point she was a damn professional. “Are we done?”

      “Oh. Yes. We’re done.” Bryan waved to the crew, who had cameras set up all around to capture just the right angles. “That’s a wrap everyone. Thank you!”

      She stepped out of her skis and tromped up onto the porch to unbuckle her ski boots. Bryan thanked her again as she went inside and she waved, trying to be indulgent. He was a nice man and he was doing his job. It wasn’t his fault she didn’t like hers.

      She dropped her coat, mittens, hat, and ski goggles on the floor in the mudroom, then stripped out of her snow pants and added them to the top of the pile before heading into the house in her socks and black silk long underwear.

      It had been a nice day for skiing.

      The slopes really were in good shape. Her father would have been pleased.

      But she was bored to tears.

      That was how the expression went, but she really wasn’t a tears girl. She was more of a bored to getting in trouble type.

      Not tonight though. Her brother was out doing whatever he did and she had the media room all to herself.

      She jogged up the stairs to her room and started the shower, then pulled her phone out of the little tummy pocket in her long johns and checked her texts. There was one from her oldest brother, Aiden, inviting her to dinner with her sister-in-law and nieces. She politely declined, because if she wasn’t polite he gave her even more shit than he would if she just said no.

      There was another from Amber, her Best Friend For-Never, whom she’d broken up with when the “with benefits” bit started coming with strings attached. They could probably be friends again eventually, but right now she needed space.

      And there was one from Caleb, her favorite brother and the only on that still lived at home, that just said, “Hi.”

      She hearted that and said hi back.

      And then her phone rang. Caleb was also the only brother that called her instead of just texting.

      “Hey, big bro.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “I just finished my publicity thing with Bryan and I’m about to get into the shower, make something for dinner and then watch some porn in the media room.”

      “Sounds like some quality alone time.” Caleb was also the only one of her brothers she couldn’t ever shock, no matter how hard she tried.

      “Right? What are you doing?”

      “I’m down in town having dinner with the new boyfriend and then I’m staying the night.”

      “Are you? Does he know yet?” Caleb and Duke were very new.

      Caleb chuckled. “No, but he will.”

      “Bring him back here. He’ll be impressed and you can seduce him in the hot tub.”

      She could almost hear Caleb roll his eyes. “Boring.”

      “So boring. Have a good time.”

      “I will. Don’t become a recluse.”

      “Too late.” She laughed. “Good night.”

      “I know. Night!” Caleb hung up and she dropped her phone on her bed and climbed into the shower. She took a long one, letting the hot water beat on her shoulders while she pondered what life was like for people who actually liked other people.

      Once she was dry and in comfy sweats and fuzzy slippers, Natalie dealt with her hair, then went back downstairs to start dinner. It was completely dark out now, the short winter days seeming even shorter with the sun setting behind the mountains so early.

      She grabbed a Coke from the fridge and a can of SpaghettiOs from the pantry. Her brothers weren’t here to tell her she wasn’t allowed to eat like a toddler, right? Or worse tell her it was time to grow up.

      There were dino nuggets in the freezer too. Her nieces got all the good stuff.

      Yes, there were people in the house she could ask to cook a nice, healthy meal for her, but she never did because they always looked at her funny—as if a twenty-eight-year-old heiress to a fortune shouldn’t be eating anything so beneath her.

      They obviously had no appreciation for the perfection of the meal that was SpaghettiOs.

      Music.

      She pulled out her phone and put on her current favorite, too pretty, one-hit wonder artist of the moment, then found a pot and set it on the stove.

      What reason did she have to grow up anyway? All the supposed grownups she knew were unhappy. Take Aiden. She was pretty sure he asked her to come to dinner with his family all the time because the woman he married was bossy and overly critical, and Ella served both as a barrier and as someone even more ill-mannered than Aiden himself so he was off the hook for a couple of hours.

      She was giggling to herself as she pulled out the can opener but frowned at it when she tried to use it. It was sticky. Gross. She couldn’t even get it open. One of the kids must have used it last.

      She wasn’t one to throw anyone smaller than she was under the bus, so she turned on the hot water and ran the thing under it for a while, feet dancing to the music. It finally opened but as she reached for the blade to push the piece of food stuck in it away, she somehow closed it on her finger.

      “Ow! Dammit!” She shook her hand and the thing fell into the sink, followed by a lot of blood-colored water.

      “Fuck.” She glanced around, found a roll of paper towels and wrapped one around her finger, squeezing it tight. “Ow, ow, god-fucking-dammit, ow.”

      She sighed. She was such an idiot. A quick glance at the cut turned out to not be a great idea, it was still bleeding. A lot. Like a lot, a lot.

      She grabbed her phone and shut the music off. “Hello? Anybody? Aaron? Margaret?”

      “Coming!” That was Margaret, thank goodness, she was motherly and not stuck up like Aaron and just what she needed right now. “Is everything—oh, honey. What did you do to your finger?”

      “The stupid can opener.”

      “Let me see.” Margaret also removed the paper towel, but only for a quick second. “Keep pressure on it and hold it up. Like this.”

      “That’s it?”

      “No, no. That’s not it. I’m telling Ben to take you to Urgent Care,”

      “Oh no. Fuck, no. Can’t you just do something here?”

      “That needs stitches.”

      Shit. She puffed out a breath. This was not how her alone time was supposed to go. “But Urgent Care is… ugh. And so many people.”

      Margaret rolled her eyes. “You’ll live. Get real shoes on.”

      “Okay.” She went back to the mudroom to find her slip-on sneakers. Someone had already cleaned up in here—her coat and snow pants were hanging up to dry, her mittens and hat were back on the shelf with her goggles. It was like magic.

      She slid into her sneakers right as Ben showed up. The chauffeur gave her shoulder a pat. “Come on, Natalie. Let’s get you where you need to go.”

      “This is all so silly. I’m fine. It’ll stop eventually.” She peeked at the cut again but it was still a mess. “Eventually.”

      “Yes. Once you get your stitches.” Ben put an arm around her shoulders and put her in the back seat of his black town car.
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      “He had Tylenol a few hours ago but his fever just got worse and then I put him in a cool bath and that didn’t help either so I⁠—”

      “What’s his name?” the receptionist asked dryly.

      “Theo. Theo Anderson. He’s five.”

      “Birth date?”

      “You heard me say his fever is a hundred and five, right?” All the googling she’d done said that a hundred and five was a medical emergency, so why wasn’t this being treated like one?

      “I need his birth date, please.”

      Jesus Christ. “April 24.”

      “Insurance?”

      “Yes, here’s the card.” Her hands were shaking and not just from the cold.

      “And your ID too, please.”

      She pulled her wallet back out, shifting Theo to her other hip so she could take out her driver’s license. “Here.”

      “Any chronic illness in your family?”

      “No.”

      “Allergies?”

      “No.” Except that I’m allergic to people who waste my time. This was torture. Theo needed a doctor.

      The receptionist handed her cards back. “Have a seat, we’ll call you in a few minutes.”

      She opened her mouth to protest but decided better of it and instead went and took a seat. She cradled Theo in her arms, marveling at how big he’d grown. He barely fit in her lap anymore, but he was still so small when he was sick.

      “Hi. I uh, I cut my finger.”

      She glanced up at the woman at the receptionist desk, whom she hadn’t even seen walk in.

      “Name?”

      “Natalie. I’m uh…” The woman’s voice dropped, but not enough to keep the whole waiting room from hearing. “I’m Natalie Lennon.”

      Lennon. Shit. Ella barely recognized Natalie, she’d only met her a couple of times with Scarlett. She remembered Scarlett’s little sister as quiet. Shy, even.

      Though she hadn’t been up close and personal with any of the Lennons since before Theo was born.

      It was funny when Scarlett seemed to come up, reminding her of their time together. This awful moment in the emergency room with their son seemed totally right somehow. Oddly comforting.

      The receptionist glanced up at Natalie. “Lennon. Oh. Wow.”

      Natalie rolled her eyes. “Cut finger?”

      “Oh, Yes. Um. Birth date?”

      It was nice to see that the woman tortured everyone equally, even famously rich people like Natalie Lennon.

      “April 24.”

      What? Theo and Natalie had the same birthday, but twenty-some odd years apart. That was bizarre. Now, you’re playing games with me, Scarlett.

      “Insurance?”

      “Seriously? Are you worried I can’t pay?”

      “No, I just…”

      “I’m kidding. Sorry.” Natalie let go of her wrapped up finger long enough to pull out her phone. “It’s in the wallet thing on the back there, if you could…”

      “Oh. Sure. I need your ID too.”

      “Sure. Don’t worry, there aren’t any condoms or anything.”

      The woman blinked at her, then very carefully found the cards she needed, entered them into her system and put the phone wallet back together.

      “Have a seat, we’ll call you in a few minutes.”

      “I’m Natalie Lennon,” Natalie said, incredulous, as if shocked to not be seen immediately solely on the basis of her name.

      “Yep. I got it. We’ll call you.” The receptionist wasn’t even being flip, she was clueless, and Ella caught herself grinning. It was a beautiful thing to see.

      “I’m hot.” Theo tugged at his pajama shirt and she helped him take it off, but then draped it over him again to keep him from getting chilly.

      “I know, baby. We’re going to see a doctor soon.”

      Natalie sat two seats over from her.

      Her late lover’s little sister just sat down two seats away.

      “Hi,” Ella said, figuring that being friendly was the best approach here. After all, Natalie had lost Scarlett too.

      “Hey,” Natalie answered, giving her a half-smile before looking away again.

      Oh. Natalie didn’t recognize her. She let out the breath she’d been holding waiting for Natalie to say whatever awkward thing she was going to say but hadn’t.

      Okay, that was weird. But maybe good weird? Or maybe Natalie wasn’t allowed to acknowledge her? The agreement Ella had signed was thorough, but she didn’t recall it being that strict.

      “He looks pretty sick.”

      She looked down at Theo, who was dozing in her arms. “He is. His fever is really high and I’m worried about him.” And if you knew he was your nephew, you’d be worried too.

      But Natalie didn’t know. None of the Lennon family knew except for Willis Lennon and maybe his wife, but she’d died last year of cancer. They’d dedicated a wing of the big hospital just outside town to her.

      Theo coughed once and then started to cry.

      “Oh, hey. I’ve got you. I’m right here, buddy. We’ll see someone soon.”

      “Is he in pain?”

      “I think he has strep maybe? His throat is raw and coughing is⁠—”

      Theo coughed again and Natalie was out of her seat like a shot. “Could someone help this child please? He’s hurting and his fever is high.”

      “We’ll call his name when⁠—”

      “Oh, bullshit. We built this stupid building. My name has to be worth something around here.” Natalie stormed through the swinging doors and disappeared with the receptionist calling after her uselessly.

      Ella held Theo close and stared, wide-eyed, at the doors as they stopped swinging and everything went quiet again. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to be doing. Seconds later Natalie was back with a doctor. “She’s over there.”

      “Ms. Anderson? Why don’t you bring Theo back with me?”

      She sat frozen for a second, until Natalie went to her and nudged her.

      “But your finger,” she stuttered.

      Natalie shrugged. “I need like two stitches or something. I’m fine. He’s just a kid. Go.”

      She nodded and stood. “Thank you. Thank you so much.” She stopped before they went through the doors and gave Natalie another nod, then the doctor escorted them back.
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        * * *

      

      Theo got amazing care. Between the intravenous antibiotics he was given, the Tylenol and all the fluids, his fever was down to a hundred and one and he was comfortably sound asleep by the time they left the ER.

      Ella looked around for Natalie as they were leaving, not really expecting to find her, but she wished she could say thank you again. Of course, it had been several hours, it was middle of the night, and Natalie was gone.

      It was weird to feel grateful to someone in that family, but she was. Natalie didn’t have to do that, she didn’t have to care at all. Most people wouldn’t have helped, let alone use their name and their influence for someone else ahead of themselves. It was kind. And Natalie didn’t even know who Ella was. Or who Theo was. They were basically total strangers.

      She’d find a way to say thank you. She could bake extra cookies and send some up the mountain or something. She’d think about it tomorrow when she’d hopefully have at least half of a functioning brain again.

      They got home in the pre-dawn darkness, the coldest part of the day, but her house wasn’t too bad. She’d forgotten to bank the fire in the wood stove when she left and it had burned itself out, but it must have stayed hot for a long while.

      She tucked Theo in and put some water by the bed for him. Completely on autopilot, she started up another fire, cleaned up the kitchen, and took a hot shower.

      As the sun was coming up, she texted Gil and her supervisor, Colt, to tell them what happened. Colt got back to her in seconds.

      
        
          
            
              
        Colt

      

      
        Don’t worry about a thing. Get some rest and take care of Theo. We’ll see you in a couple of days when he’s better.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ella

      

      
        I should probably make it in on Friday

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gil

      

      
        I’ll take your Friday shift

      

      

      

      

      

      Gil jumped right in.

      
        
          
            
              
        Colt

      

      
        Thank you. Gil. We’ll see you next week Ella. Sleep. Be a mom.

      

      

      

      

      

      Ella wanted to argue; she needed the money, but she also had some PTO saved up that she could use. She didn’t bother to fight the exhausted tears.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ella

      

      
        Thank you both.

      

      

      

      

      

      She leaned against the couch to send a quick email from her phone to Theo’s teacher and then dragged her ass to Theo’s room and climbed into bed with him.
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      Natalie had no idea how much she needed her left pointer finger until she couldn’t use it. She’d gotten four stitches and some of that surgical super glue stuff, her finger wrapped loosely in gauze and tucked into a finger splint.

      It was hard to type, it was hard to carry things, the shower was a pain in the ass. She’d even tried the can opener again—she really wanted those damn SpaghettiOs—and finally had to ask Margaret to open it for her.

      The splint was especially challenging when she was getting dressed. She couldn’t tie her shoes. Pulling on socks was a chore. And it kept catching as she tried to get her hand through the sleeve of her sweater, which then tugged on her finger and made it ache. She’d finally given up and had been wearing the only hoodie she owned that had wide enough sleeves so that the splint wasn’t a problem.

      This was day three in her big gray hoodie and she was getting annoyed, so Natalie headed into town to buy two more, hopefully in better colors too.

      It was one finger, damn it. How was everything so hard?

      Yeah, yeah. Whine, whine, whine. First world problems and all of that. But she was grumpy.

      Ben dropped her off at Caffeine Ivy’s, which had the best coffee in town and she was determined to start her day off right. The place was busy with a line that went out the door and onto the sidewalk. That was not at all unusual for a Saturday morning in the winter when the tourists were everywhere. She pulled out her phone while she waited in line and looked at the menu, knowing she would probably end up with her usual anyway. White mocha, vanilla latte, oooh… a dirty chai. Hm.
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